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Bill Kemp – Lighthouse keeper at Baring Head 

 
 
Museum Newsletter May 2013 
Bill Kemp, a former lighthousekeeper at Baring Head, 
gave a brief outline of his colourful experiences at the 
various lighthouses he had been stationed at during his 
‘time in the service’. An early career as a seaman 
ended in August 1951 when he accepted an offer to 
become a keeper at Puysegur Point in Fiordland. As 
one of the waterside strikers, Bill had ‘fought to the 
bitter end’, and with scant resources headed south with 
his wife Kitty and baby Gail.  
 
Once there Bill learnt how to report the weather every 
three hours, that it rained in ‘feet’ rather than inches 
and with it being the windiest place in New Zealand, 
nappies went out to sea. Two locals added colour to the isolation. Goldminer Jules Burg, a resident 
for 25 years, made carrot and parsnip wine and Ken Smith, a tinsmith of Coal Island, was excellent 
at baking bread. Deer were shot for the larder and to supplement the ‘monthly’ stores there were 
abundant oysters and crayfish.  
 
At the Waipapa Point lighthouse there were no weather reporting duties. The requirement was to 
keep the property spic and span. There were farmers for neighbours and flounders were a regular 
addition to the menu. Radio listening (DXing) was one enjoyable passtime. After hearing Radio 
Moscow and requesting information about the Russian lighthouse service, Bill heard his name 
broadcast on the Moscow station the night after the Springboks defeated Southland. 
 
At Cape Reinga during a three day storm extensive damage was caused when the wind got up to 
135 miles per hour. On another occasion Bill saw the sky go red to the north and east after an 
atomic bomb was exploded in the atmosphere. Radio communications were affected and he 
described the whole experience as ‘scary’. 
 
The Kemp family’s time at Baring Head covered the period 1963 to 1966. On arrival in Wainuiomata 
“the southern end of Wainui was an assortment of small shops; dairy, grocery, butcher, garage, fish 
and chippie, and a little hotel set up on a bank behind the post office. Mrs Bildebeck and her son ran 
the hotel.” The main job on the station was to keep the grounds in order as visitors were frequent. 
Mail was delivered at the Coast Road gates and the children caught the bus that passed by each 
school day. Once in a while the Sunday paper would be dropped from a low flying plane. The 
vegetable garden was shared with possums. One, however, escaped the set traps and became a 
pet named ‘Aniseed’. From February to April mushrooms were abundant and Mrs Bildebeck took all 
the surplus eggs produced by the 90 or so white leghorn hens. 
  
Local people who lived on the coast between Wainuiomata and Riddiford’s Station were “friendly 
and easy-going types. Winkie Jones, who managed the Riddiford Station farm, called on us at the 
lighthouse when stock was being shifted. Bill Hargreaves, who owned and operated a shingle pit on 
the beach east of the lighthouse, was a help to us on numerous occasions and we looked after a 
harness horse he grazed on the lighthouse property. We all made a fuss of him.” 
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With education of the children being of concern and the “service was beginning to face up to 
automation” Bill decided to apply for a position as a lighthouse inspector. On acceptance the “Marine 
Department made a house available for us in Frederick Street” and the children continued their 
education in Wainuiomata. In the new job it would take Bill 100 days a year to visit all the New 
Zealand lighthouses. 
 
At Baring Head the family “had the best of both worlds; we could go shopping in Wainuiomata or 
Petone and return home to this peaceful location away from it all.” When the day came to leave “we 
kept our farewells almost to ourselves. It was a hard feeling to describe; it was like losing a friend.” 
 

Pass Safely, Sailor by Bill Kemp – an autobiography (2004) 
 
 
 
 
 
Baring Head Stamp  
– Centenary of NZ Government Life Insurance Office - set of 
stamps  
Issued 27 March 1969 on the centenary of the founding of the 
Government Life Insurance Office. Designed by J. Berry, 
Wellington. Printed by Bradbury Wilkinson, England. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Museum Newsletter Jul (and June) 1997 
Donations by D. N. Neumayer: Three Pencarrow lighthouse photos and descriptions 
and plan of internal structure of Baring Head lighthouse 
 
Bill Kemp media articles 
Hutt News 20 Apr 2010 Former lighthouse keeper angered by Baring Head plans 
Capital Times 19 Jan 2011 
 
Websites 
Friends of Baring Head http://www.baringhead.org.nz/news.htm 
 
Research Report Heritage Features at Baring Head prepared by Katharine Cox, 
Michael Kelly & Blyss Wagstaff, June 2011 (2011) – 
http://haveyoursay.gw.govt.nz/document/show/5 
 


