Marengo- King Island – Tasmania

Trip report

John Evertze – Nadgee

Tina Rowley – Nadgee

Greg Murray – Nadgee

Marengo (Near Apollo Bay) to King Island and on to Tasmania down to Strahan.

Our plan was to paddle from Marengo over to King Island and down the North West coast of Tassie ending the trip in Strahan.  We planned to take three to four weeks and each was prepared.  We had 30 days worth of food each, we all carried 406 EPIRB’s, we each had two flares strapped to the cockpit, strobe lights and we each carried a marine radio in case we lost sight of each other.

Having scanned the weather sites we saw a window of opportunity to attempt to paddle across from Marengo to King Island on Wednesday 18th March.  We decided to start our paddle at 3.30pm as it would give us some daylight hours to paddle as much as we could hopefully getting out of the shipping area before night fall.  It seemed a little surreal heading down to Marengo and stopping for a counter lunch knowing that we were going to paddle 100 km’s that day/night.

Packing came easy as I had already done a dry run at home and everything was already packed in dry bags.  We said goodbye to our mate Greeny who had driven Greg’s car down and paddled out into the ocean on a compass bearing.  The  forecast was NE winds of 5-10 knots, swell 1-2 metres. We had agreed to stop for a break at each 20km mark.  Each 20km’s was on average about 3 hours.  The first 20km’s seemed to go quick and we stopped to eat some of John’s home made egg and bacon pie.  After 40km’s the only sea life that I saw was one lone seal who was very surprised to see us.  It was about 8.30pm and it was starting to get dark, our lights came on which appeared bright and easy to see.  We realised that our compasses were hard to see and John used his removable compass with a light stick under it to see the compass easier.  John paddled out in front and Greg and I seemed to paddle at a comfortable pace nearby.  At the 60km break I tried to have a bite of my sandwich but found it increasingly hard to swallow, after what seemed like ten minutes to chew the one bite I decided to give up.  Paddling in total darkness without a moon for me was bad as I became disorientated.  At each break my kayak moved around and drifted away from the others.  Having no light to see a horizon was making me feel sea sick.

Without much warning of being nauseous I asked Greg to stop paddling so that I could lean on his boat whilst I threw up.  After doing this five times I wiped my mouth and paddled on feeling alright.  Later on Greg asked that I stop so that he too could be sick, Greg spewed in sympathy to my sickness and I inturn repeated this by spewing up again an hour later.  Darkness seemed to play havoc with both Greg and I as we both got sick and Greg needed to take a no doze as he found it hard to keep his eye lids from shutting.  It was at this time that John stopped up a head for the both of us and asked if we were alright.  Later on John told us that he had various thoughts running through his mind on how to survive with two sea sick paddlers.  Luckily for us we were ok to keep going, powering on by adrenaline.  By three in the morning we could faintly make out the light on King Island.  I kept paddling looking at my watch regularly praying that dawn would come quickly.  Light came at about 6.30am and it seemed to suck out our energy as the last 20km’s seemed to take forever.  Approaching Victoria Cove was a great feeling as we could see the tide moving and we were able to paddle directing into the cove.  Greg asked if I could wait whilst he got to shore to take a picture but after being in the boat for 17 and a half hours I thought stuff that I needed to get out and stand up!!!  Once all ashore the next challenge was to wheel our kayaks one by one up the sand to safety.  We all got dressed and had a cup of tea and waved as one of Greg’s son in laws friends flew over the cove.  Greg had arranged to get some photos taken whilst on the water but we got there a little too early…..next time???  We all chatted feeling satisfied in ourselves and dozed off knowing that we all had made history.  Greg being the oldest paddler so far to make the crossing, John to be the first paddler crazy enough to make the crossing twice and me being the first female to make the crossing. 

I woke up and noticed that Greg and John had gone for a walk, I followed their tracks and found them chatting to a visitor looking at Cape Wickham.  The visitor drove off and came back with some blue vein cheese for us to celebrate. He was visiting his daughter and told us some local information about the Island.

Friday 20th March

Victoria Cove to Millers Bay 45 km’s 8.30am to 6.30pm.

Weather had forecasted a 2-3 SW swell with little wind, perfect day for going down the west coast.  We all paddled with little fuss and the conditions down to Curry was mostly flat with lots of fat salmon jumping out of the water.  John could not resist and spent some time trawling down the coast catching two big 2kg plus salmon.  Our intended landing for the day was to be Fitsmaurice Bay but like everything, paddling into SW swell is solid and with a heavy loaded boat takes time.  We decided with day light coming to an end to land at Millers Bay about 9 km’s short of our destination.  We had to manoeuvre coming in between rocks on either side of the entrance and we each made it into the bay without harm.  Setting up camp in the dark and in coldness is little fun but having fresh salmon for tea made up for it all.  We all decided that we would have to get up a bit earlier to race against the clock before it gets dark tomorrow. 

Sat 21st march

Millers Bay to Grassy 45km’s

We paddled off into a rising swell and with the unknown ahead we decided to paddle into Fitsmaurice Bay to ring our land base Tony Sly for another weather forecast.  Tony advised us that the forecast was for NE wind and that it would decrease from 10-15 to 10 knots.  Tony having sailed many parts of Australia and Tasmania advised that the conditions looked alright to paddle around Stokes Point.  The seas felt comfortable leaving Fitsmaurice Bay and we were all aware that from this point on that there would be limited landing spots available.  Travelling down the west coast was very scenic and Greg and John disappeared into a hidden cove behind some reefs.  I quietly cursed them for leaving me but I chose not to follow them believing that they were looking for gauntlets.  

Nearing Stokes Point looked a bit rough as there were many bombies to be seen.  We gave this point a wide berth but before we realised it we were paddling in a tidal stream that had standing waves of 1 metre.  Luckily for us the tide was with us and we found ourselves quickly rounding the point.  We stopped for lunch at Seal Bay around the corner and laughed about our luck rounding this point as we had not considered there being a tidal stream to contend with.  We all agreed that if luck had not been on our side we would have had to turn back and surfed into a bay that looked reasonable to land on.  After lunch we decided to push on for Grassy as the thought of spending a Saturday night at the pub with a steak and for John and Greg a beer would be ideal.

We arrived at a sandy beach just outside of Grassy Harbour as there was a campsite.  Coming into to shore Greg forgot to put his rudder up and when he surfed in the boat went sideways and he snapped off his rudder. Greg was not a happy camper until a local King Islander came walking by with no bra on.

After making camp we had a bit of a journey trying to find our way to the pub, a local driving by was happy to give us a lift (about 3km’s) up to the Grassy Club saying that the sweet chilli octopus was good.   Luckily Greg’s charm and friendliness quickly got us a hire vehicle organised and a lift back to the campsite when the pub closed.  We spoke to a few locals who could not believe where we had come from.  John and Greg celebrated with beers but I found that I had a huge craving for lemonade and drank about four bottles straight away.  After the pub closed Marie who managed the bar kindly drove us back to the campsite arranging to pick us up in the morning for a shower and breakfast.

Sunday 22nd March

It had been decided the night before and before the trip started that we would have some rest days and enjoy King Island.  Marie came back to the campsite in the morning and took us back to her house to arrange a hire car and have access to showers.  Marie advised that her husband was away Cray fishing down the south of Tassie and would not believe that we had paddled here from Victoria.  Marie explained that she was a true ‘Kind Islander’.  Marie advised that if you were not born here you were not a local.  True King Islanders had to be brewed and born on KI.  Marie advised that true KI’s would be extinct in the next 100 years as the local hospital stopped delivering babies about 40 years ago.  All deliveries and major surgery was now done in Burnie.

Our rental car was arranged and a lift down to Curry was organised for John.  Greg and I went back to camp and it was arranged that we would have a restaurant meal at the Grassy pub that night.  We went for a drive to Stokes Point to see where we had paddled from the day before.  This day it looked very wild and woolly.  We drove over to Curry to see the sights and then visited the King Island cheese factory to buy a few local treats.

That night we went back to the pub for a meal.  We were told that the local cook Steve makes all his meals from local produce and cooks a five star restaurant meal.  The sweet chilli octopus was a local favourite and very tasty.  Main course was trumpeter, carrots, zucchini, potatoes and roasted fennel. Each vegetable had a real flavour to it and the fish was excellent.  Steve enticed us with dessert which was baked quince with stewed rhubarb and KI cream. Yum!

After dinner we went back into the main bar and met some locals Betty, Bevan, Duncan and a blow in called Brent.  Betty and Bevan who own the Kelp Crafts shop asked if we wanted to join them at their house as they were having a party.  John and Greg were pretty keen so the bar was quickly closed and we walked across to Betty and Bevan’s house.  Bevan makes a good home brew and Betty proudly showed me Bevan’s stash of 300 plus bottles in the back room.  John and Greg were happily talking to the locals and drinking lots whilst I quickly stopped after one and a half pints of Bevan’s brew feeling a headache coming on and not wanting to get blind being the designated driver.  As the night wore on Greg was running around Betty’s lounge room dancing away to old time music and John was starting to dribble talking to Duncan.  Bevan was trying to talk to me in another language that he called ‘aborigine talk’ and Marie was on the couch with her legs up dancing to a song called bend and stretch it!  After some time Greg came over to me and stated urgently that “we must go as the beer was not going to stop”  I told Greg to tell John that and after some time we said our goodbyes and made our way back to the camp site.  Going to bed had its challenges for John and Greg as Greg fell on his tent and broke a pole and John fell over sideways trying to take a leak.  Two sore heads coming up for the morning!

Monday 23rd Mach

Morning came and two people did not feel so fantastic, luckily for me I felt fine and let them both know it.  It was decided at breakfast that the weather was favourable to leave King Island (SE winds turning variable) and paddle to Albatross Island the next day.  We decided that we would have to leave at 3.00am to ensure that we made the island in daylight as well as get the tides right.  We hade about 60km’s to paddle but in this area with the swells coming from the SW and strong currents we actually paddled about 80km’s.  We found that when we left in the early morning the first 20km’s we had drifted to the west and had to keep correcting ourselves to try to get back on track.  As daylight approached the sky was overcast and fog was hiding all land.  At about 1.00pm we could just make out Albatross Island.  The tides/ currents have a huge affect in the North west region and we at times slowed down in our paddling to then double our speed just by angling our kayaks a few degrees.  We got to Albatross Island at about 3.30pm and John quickly hooked his kayak to mine and then swam in to make contact with Tony our land base before the 4.00pm deadline.  The landing was tricky, Greg went in first whilst John held his kayak away from the rocks and sea surges.  Greg unloaded the contents his boat into bags to make the carry over the rocks easier.   I then sent John’s boat in and John and Greg repeated emptying the boat and then putting it safely on top of rocks.  I then went in and the scenario was repeated again.  Coming to shore and emptying boats one at a time took about two hours, jagged and slippery rocks make work go slow as we did not want a hole in a kayak or a twisted ankle.

We climbed the hill and camped away from the nesting albatross.  It was a great feeling of achievement to have made the journey from King Island that day with only 20 km’s to Hunter Island.

Wednesday 25th March

With the right tide not appearing until 12.00pm we slept in and started to pack our kayaks at 10.00am.  the sea surge was higher today so it became a quick effort to stuff everything into the kayak and then jump in our boats.  We had the right tide that would assist us to get to Hunter Island.  We were aware that in the next few days the wind would be increasing as well as the swell so we decided to head for the eastern side of Hunter Island camping at Shepard’s Bay.  The fog again hid the land as well as Dangerous Banks.  You could hear the banks in the distance but could not see it until we were near.  Luckily we had paddled below the banks and were well clear of it. The tide appeared to suck us up the top end and around into the passage between Hunter and three Hummock Island.  We reached Shepard’s Bay and made camp for the night.

Thursday 26th March

Paddled down to Cave Bay 8 km’s south of Shepard’s Bay to find water and camp for a few days as there was strong SW winds coming.  Looking at our maps we were aware of the creeks in the area and from the tracks we knew that there was a homestead.  We walked along the track about 2/3km’s away and came upon it.  We saw the creeks along the way but these were brackish and dry.  No one was home at the homestead as it looked like a weekender so we took some water and walked back to camp.

Friday 27th March

We had a rest day due to strong winds and increasing swell.  John went fishing, Greg went running and I went walking.  John caught 6 Salmon and whilst we were all sitting around camp a plane landed near the homestead and soon after took off again.

Saturday 28th March

Woke up and felt dizzy, fell over in tent, Greg said that I might be dehydrated so I made a note to drink lots.  After breakfast we heard a tractor coming along the tracks and it came out onto the beach and headed towards us.  Hugh Macguire leases Hunter Island with his family and invited us up for a coffee later in the day.  

Hugh collected us later on and put us in the back of his tractor trailer.  Hugh advised that he is a beef farmer from Smithton and would be here for a few days with a retired farmer Roger.  Hugh stated that his father had the lease for Hunter since 1953 as a 21 year lease. Their family gave it up for about 10 years and they had recently bought it back from a Victorian.  Hugh’s father used to breed cattle and then take them over to sell on the mainland.  Hugh took us for a drive to the western side of the Island and showed us some Aboriginal sites.  Hugh stated that the orange bellied parrots flys through the island on its was to Werribee.   Hugh provided us with some local knowledge of the water ways and advised that we should cross three hours after the change in the tides to get slack tide.  (Hugh showed us a great book about local knowledge of the Islands, the book is called The legends of Hunter Island by Pauline Buckby.  Can be purchased off the internet and well worth a read about the history of the area).

Went for a walk along the beach about 7pm and we were met by Craig and Lochie the fishermen diving for abalone.  Craig and Lochie were going to look at an aboriginal cave nearby and asked if we wanted to go in the boat to have a look.  We jumped in their runabout and went around to see the aboriginal cave.  After this Craig took us to his trawler boat and gave us 4 abalone to take back to camp. 

Sunday 29th March

SE winds 15-20.  We ate the abalone for morning tea and Hugh met us on his tractor down at the beach.  We said goodbye and left Cave Bay at 12pm to get across the channel to Woolnorth Point at 1.00pm.  The wind had picked up and we got slack water across.  We pulled in on the eastern side of the point and then on further investigation we decided to paddle round to Dawson Bay to paddle less the following day.  That night we were informed that strong SE winds will be around for a few days and we are contemplating what we will do.

Monday 30th March

Woke up at 5.00am dizzy again, I was moving around on my knees as standing up felt hard.  After much talking Greg and John told me that there was no shame in saying that I could not go on and it was decided that I could potentially become a liability going down to Strahan as we would be paddling into territory that would not have road access.  We decided to end the trip and we paddled back to Woolnorth Point.  We set up camp and Greg went walking to the homestead at Woolnorth as we were aware that the land was privately owned.  After discussing why I might be feeling dizzy all the time John checked me for tics.  I thought of vertigo or low blood pressure as the dizziness would come and go.  Spent the rest of the day sleeping, reading and waiting for our land crew Fuzz to come over on the ferry.  The wind was strong and consistent getting to a solid 30 knots.  

Tuesday 31st March

Fuzz picked us up at lunch time and we travelled to Marrawah a surf beach to camp the night and celebrate.  The wind remained strong and was predicted to stay this way for about a week.  We all commented that we had made a wise decision to end the trip.  Greg left the trip the next day wanting to get home and John, Fuzz and I decided to go where the good weather was so we headed to the east coast to meet up with friends and do some paddling.  

***I can only put my dizziness down to vertigo set off by the night paddling, not having a horizon to look at played with my mind.

