
A natural attraction 

First proclaimed as a reserve in 1968, Cape 

Woolamai  Reserve is a 308 hectare peninsula 

situated at the eastern end of Phillip Island, now part 

of the Phillip Island Nature Parks. A stunning natural 

asset of state and national significance, Cape 

Woolamai has breathtaking land and seascapes and 

spectacular granite cliffs. The nightly return of the 

short-tailed shearwaters during summer, the plunging 

Bass Strait swells on the wide sandy beaches and an 

interesting story of human use spanning thousands of 

years, makes Cape Woolamai a very special place. 

A site of geological significance 

Cape Woolamai is a granite peninsula of Devonian 

origin approximately 360 million years old.  It is the 

highest point on Phillip Island at 112m and one of the 

highest granite massifs in Victoria. Although originally 

separate from the mainland, over time Cape 

Woolamai has been linked to the rest of Phillip Island 

by a sandy isthmus, a strip of land connecting two 

larger masses of land. Over time, the sandy isthmus 

grew until vegetation stabilised the dunes at around 

30m above sea level.   Following European  

occupation in 1870, farmers who owned the land took 

to burning and clearing the area and the introduction 

of domestic stock meant the sand was totally 

exposed.  

Gnarled cemented sands (rhizoconcretions) litter the 

dunes, a stark testimony to the tree and scrub vegetation 

that used to grow there. Sand stabilising plants, 

particularly Marram Grass (Ammophita arenaria) were 

unsuccessfully introduced as early as 1870.  

Vegetation 

Pre European settlement vegetation was described by 

Smythe (1842) as “open heathy land devoid of grass” on 

the south-western side, with “diverse scrub of gum and 

prickly tea-tree - poor barren land behind” and the higher 

ground at the Cape as “She-oak land, undulating and 

producing good grass”.  European settlement  brought 

about significant change to vegetation at Cape 

Woolamai, which has resulted in an invasion  of weed 

species in the area. In 1976 a major revegetation 

program was commenced to stabilise the dune system. 

Phillip Island Nature Parks continues this work with a 

comprehensive weed strategy which prioritises weed 

species.  In 2016 a program to remove the marram 

grass, which was introduced from western Europe, and 

restore the  indigenous vegetation  was established. 

Some remnant vegetation survived all these changes 

with 12 Victorian Rare or Threatened Plant species 

having been recorded in the area. These include 

reasonably large and stable populations of Crimson 

Berry (Leptecophylla juniperina ), Dune Wood Sorrel 

(Oxalis rubens), Dune Poa (Poa poiformis var. ramifer) 

and Peninsula Daisy Bush (Olearia sp2). 



Birdlife 

Spring witnesses the arrival of the short-tailed 

shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris) on their summer 

breeding pilgrimage from the Bering Sea near Alaska. 

Approximately 540,000 burrows are located on the 

eastern tip of Cape Woolamai. This is the largest 

colony on Phillip Island and one of the largest in south 

eastern Australia. The rookeries are of national and 

state zoological significance. Amongst the 57 other bird 

species listed that inhabit or visit the site are the orange

-bellied parrot (Neophema chrysogastor) and the 

hooded plover (Thinonris cucullatus). Both species are 

regarded as threatened and have been listed for 

protection under schedule 2 of the Flora and Fauna 

Guarantee Act (1988). Many smaller birds such as 

chats, finches and thornbills can also be seen. 

 

Marine life 

The surrounding waters of the cape provide a unique 

environment for a host of marine life rich in 

invertebrates, shellfish, crustaceans and fish. From the 

tip of Cape Woolamai, the constructed lookouts provide 

a safe birds-eye view of the dolphins and whales that 

occasionally pass by the area on their annual migratory 

journeys.  

Fauna 

With the return of the vegetation cover the 

mammalian population has begun to increase in 

numbers, including not only native species like 

swamp wallabies (Wallabia biccolor) and echidnas 

(Tachyglossus aculeatus), but unfortunately also 

pest species such as rabbits and feral cats. Many 

raptors prey on the extensive reptile population that 

frequent the rookeries. Some of the largest 

copperhead snakes (Austrelaps superbus)  on the 

island live in the area, a result of abundant food 

sources at the rookeries. Blotched blue-tongued 

lizards (Tiliqua nigrolutea) are also found throughout 

the cape. 

Cape Woolamai was part of the estate of the Yallok 

Bulluk clan of the Bunurong/Boonwurrung. They were 

irregular visitors to the cape and must have found the 

area to their liking, with its wealth of natural resources 

for food, water, shelter and tools. There have been 48 

midden sites found in the dunal system of the 

isthmus. The Bunurong Land Council Aboriginal 

Corporation are recognized as the Traditional Owner 

organisation representing the Bunurong/Boonwurrung 

people that visited Phillip Island. 



European history 
Today, fishing boats from the nearby San Remo 

appear dwarfed by the cliffs and ocean swell as  they 

head out to Bass Strait. George Bass struggled 

through these very same waters to discover Western 

Port on the 5th of January, 1798. He named the cape 

Snapper Head, as in profile it appeared like the 

prominent forehead of a snapper. Governor King re-

drew the map Flinders produced of Bass Strait, from 

Bass’s notes and sent it home to the Admiralty. He re

-named it Cape Woolamai after the local Sydney 

Eora tribe’s word for snapper, ‘wolomi’. After the 

island was opened to settlers in the mid 1850’s, 

Captain Cleeland leased the two allotments that 

covered what is today the main part of the Cape 

Woolamai Reserve. A small section at the summit 

was reserved for public land. European settlement of 

Victoria and the need to supply the growing city of 

Melbourne with food and building materials led to the 

discovery and plunder of Cape Woolamai’s natural 

resources. 

‘Mutton-birding’ 
The mutton bird industry began with the Chinese 

who camped at Cape Woolamai in 1872. These 

seasonal visitors were engaged in obtaining beak oil 

from the short-tailed shearwater birds for cooking 

and burning  for light. By the late 1880’s up to 300 

people from all around Western Port would camp at 

Bergin’s beach in search of shearwater eggs for 

preserving for food and the Melbourne cake industry.  

A  party of five fishermen from Hastings collected 

3,456 eggs  in two days in 1888, with up to 20,000 

eggs taken each season. Many of the birds were also 

dressed and smoked for consumption. In 1918,  a ban 

was put upon the hunting of short-tailed shearwaters 

due to  the impact it was having on their numbers. 

 

Quarry at Red Point 

Quarrying for granite began in 1891 to supply stone for 

the facing of Equitable Buildings in Collins Street, 

Melbourne. The quarry employed a large number of 

people who camped at the site, with a number of small 

buildings constructed. Nature and time has worn away 

most evidence of this operation, although the loading 

jetty that was used to trolley the granite to the boats 

and many granite blocks with chiseled holes in the 

sides remain. The working face of the mine has been 

reclaimed for the most part by vegetation. The sinking 

of the Kermandie, a ketch used to transport the granite 

to Melbourne, bought a halt to quarrying the following 

year. Cape Woolamai granite has also been used in  

buildings such as Parliament House, the Shrine of 

Remembrance and the Hawthorn and Melbourne 

Cemeteries. 



Recreation 

Today Cape Woolamai is enjoyed by many people 

wanting to view the magnificent coastal landscapes, 

unique wildlife and play in the world renowned surf 

that breaks onto the pristine beaches. It is one of the 

few beaches on the  

south-eastern coastline of Australia to have 

consistent beach break waves on most days of the 

year. The surf beach is  recognised as being of State, 

National and International Significance for surfing, 

being comprised of one of four beaches on Phillip 

Island that is part of the National Surfing Reserve. 

Many State and National surfing titles have been and 

will continue to be held on these beaches, together 

with internationally ranked professional events. The 

beach also has State Significance for  beach fishing. 

Swimming, although a popular summer activity, is 

risky due to large surf, dangerous rips and  

occasional sharks. The Woolamai Beach Surf 

Lifesaving Club is located here and  patrol season 

runs from early December to Easter Sunday. Always 

swim between the flags and when lifesavers are 

present.   

Walking and sight seeing are popular activities, with 

Cape Woolamai showcasing spectacular views and 

wildlife, in particular viewing the nightly return of the 

short-tailed shearwaters in summer. To reduce 

human impact in this area, please make sure you 

stick to the path at all times and stay off the sand 

dunes. This way we can ensure that our flora and 

fauna will remain for a long time to come. 

Rock Stacks 

In the 1930’s when Phillip Island was maturing as a 

holiday destination, the fad was naming structures for 

resembling something of the urban environment. Around 

Cape Woolamai, granite stacks and unusually shaped 

rocks were given names. The Watchtower, The Nut 

Cracker, The Sentinel, Castle Rocks, The Mitre Rock, 

Santa Claus, Pulpitt Rock and the Pinnacles have been 

immortalised on postcards.  


