
The Scout Bach on Rangitoto Island 
 
Rangitoto Island became a Public Domain in July 1890, managed by the Rangitoto 
Island Domain Board under the auspices of the Corporation of the Borough of 
Devonport.  Looking for new ways to generate revenue to cover the costs of their 
responsibility to maintain the island, the Domain Board decided to issue leases for 
campsites from 1911 at a cost of two pounds per year.  In 1918 they decided to issue 
leases for sites for permanent buildings and over the course of the next nine years, a 
total of 59 baches were built.  By 1937, this had grown to 140 baches, situated by the 
Rangitoto Wharf, at McKenzie Bay and at Islington Bay. By 1952, the lease fee had 
gone up to four pounds a year. 
 
The 1st Devonport Scout Group’s involvement with Rangitoto Island begins in 
December 1914 when, according to the minutes of the Devonport Borough Council 
Domain Board, it is noted that the Scout’s application for a campsite on Rangitoto is  
approved and, unlike leases for other campsites, given to the Scouts free of charge.   
The Scoutmaster at that time was one Ernest Sturmfels, an Optician with premises in 
Queen Street.  His son Jack can be seen here in full scout uniform, ready to go off to 
camp in the garden of their house, ‘The Laurels’ in Victoria Road. 
 
The original photograph has the following 
inscription on the reverse: 
 
Jack Sturmfels poses with great 
seriousness in his Scout uniform: shiny 
shoes, lanyard, kitbag, felt hat, whistle, 
buckles, pouches, water bottle and staff. 
He was a member of the 1st Devonport 
Scout Troop and at one time his father E 
Sturmfels was a Scoutmaster 
 
 

 
 

Scoutmaster AE Knowles, 1922  
 
 
The 1st Devonport Troop falls quiet during the latter stages of WW1 but then comes 
back to the fore in the 1920’s when AE Knowles becomes the leader of the 
Devonport Bull Pups, as they were known before they became Wolf Cubs. Arthur 
Knowles (1899-1968) was born in Dunedin and was a Corporal of “very good 
character” in the NZ Military under the Director of Financial Services at Wellington 
from 1917, being finally discharged in 1922. He moved to Devonport, lived in 
Aramoana Avenue and continued working as an accountant.  He was issued his 



Scoutmaster Warrant in May 1923 and, taking advantage of the leases offered for 
baches on Rangitoto Island, began the work to build a Scout Hut there in November 
1923.  The photograph shows the Scouts and Bull Pups on Rangitoto Island with AE 
Knowles at top left, in front of the pile of wood with which they built the hut. 
 
 

 
 
The timber was provided by the Allison family and the building was completed over 
the summer.  A grand opening was held on 9th February 1924: 
 
“As a result of the efforts during the past year of several ladies and gentlemen 
interested in the Devonport Troop of Boy Scouts, a whare has been built on 
Rangitoto Island, where the boys will spend their holidays and weekends.  At the 
opening ceremony, on Saturday afternoon, at which several members of the 
Devonport Borough Council and about 200 visitors were present, Scoutmaster 
Knowles emphasised the benefit the whare would be to the Scouts in connection with 
their training….. In declaring the whare open, Mr SW Luxford, Deputy-Mayor, 
congratulated the scouts on having acquired such a useful adjunct to their 
organization.  They would be able to live under camp-like conditions and carry out 
useful work and training.” 
 
“Scoutmaster Knowles, in a few preliminary remarks, thanked the Borough Council 
(which is the Rangitoto Domain Board) for donating the site for the whare, and 
expressed his hope that some of these days a swimming pool would be provided at 
Rangitoto.  The Scouts could do, as they previously did, act as guides to the caves 
for visitors, if lamps were provided.  The Rev Greenwood, vicar, said that the whare 
was not a palace, but was comfortable…… The whare is situated just off the piece of 
flat beyond the kiosk and will be of great value to the troop.” 
 
(North Shore Advocate, February 1924) 
 
 



 

Other newspaper clippings from the 
1920’s and 1930’s reveal what the scouts 
got up to when they were on Rangitoto.  
Aside from general Scouting activities 
such as hiking to Islington Bay and the 
summit, swimming and wrestling were 
very popular - as was ambushing, deer-
stalking & hunting wallabies! 
 
“ ‘So this is Rangitoto?’ was said by some of 
our new scouts who, for the first time, 
enjoyed a three days camp in our bach, 
which accommodates 22 boys. After 
everything was swept and cleaned up, we 
went for a hike in the bush and round the 
coast… A considerable amount of signalling 
with semaphore flags and Lucas Lamps, 
kindly lent by the Narrow Neck Camp, was 
carried out.  Ambushing and deer-stalking 
was also greatly enjoyed.  Later in the day a 
few more scouts came over with field 
telephones, also lent by the Narrow Neck 
camp.” 

 
In the 1930’s, the Scout Bach appears to only have the one room.  In 1937, the 
Commissioner of Crown Lands conducted a survey of all the buildings on Rangitoto 
and compiled a numerical register for the Domain Board, together with a valuation for 
each of the buildings.  This stock taking exercise was undertaken as a result of a 
Cabinet decision in March 1937 that no further permits were to be issued by the 
Devonport Borough Council for the erection of any further baches. 
 
The report declares the Scouts as being the owner of ‘Bach 45’, as it became known 
from this point, it being described in the register in very lowly terms as a “wooden 
shack with iron roof and iron chimney”.  Whilst the adjacent Picnic Shed by the 
swimming pool was valued at sixty pounds, the Boy Scouts Hut was deemed to be 
worth only thirty pounds!  
 

 



Rangitoto Island was closed to the public during the war years and it wasn’t until 
1948 that the Scout Hut was in use again.  The Scouts decided to take out an 
Insurance Policy to protect their asset and the Northern Assurance Company 
provided them with the necessary insurance against damage or destruction by fire - 
and put the replacement value of the bach at one hundred pounds. 

 

 
 

The bach was extensively used by the Scouts during the 1950’s and was repainted in 
1951, when the 1st Devonport Scout Group was perhaps at its strongest.  They slept 
in hammocks suspended from the central column, using it as their ‘winter camp’ 
preferring the wilds of the Waitakere’s, Birkdale or Helvetia for the rest of the year.  
The wrecks of abandoned ships were still evident in Boulder Bay and the boys were 
able to cook their kebabs over open fires.  To the scouts, the bach was always  
known as ‘Scoutsville’. 
 
 

 


