South-West Tasmania



by Russell Blamey May 2008

John Evertze: Trip Leader

Tina Rowley: Co-Organiser

Russell Blamey: Trip Punter

Land Contact: Les Bognar

Boats: Tina and John in Nadgee’s and Russell in Raider X

Communications Equipment: Side Band Radio for BOM weather reports, VHF radio, satellite phone (hired from Satellite Hire Australia ph 1800426552), EPIRBS (PLBs)  406Mhz with GPS (x2), 121.5 Mhz (x1), flares.   

The plan was to depart Strahan around 26th March and to finish the trip somewhere between the towns of SouthPort and Blackman’s Bay to the south of Hobart no more than three weeks later.   John and Tina took the boats over on the Spirit of Tasmania on the 23rd and I was to fly into Hobart a couple of days later just in time for the drive to Strahan.  However the weather forecast for the first week was grim with large swells and strong winds, and we were facing the prospect of only getting in one or two days paddling  during the first week.  Given I only had 3 weeks holidays and John and Tina had 4, we decided to postpone the trip and my holidays by one week.  At this stage we did not know that mother nature had plenty more in store for us.

Day 1: Strahan to Hells Gates - 19 kms (variable / light winds)

John and Tina picked me up at Hobart airport in the morning and we made a bee-line for Strahan, at least until the magnificent Derwent Bridge hotel on the Central Highlands came into sight and we had to stop for beer and a counter meal.  Knowing that it would be our last decent feed for a while seemed to help the beer and pub grub go down better than normal.  After parking John’s car at the beach just next to the caravan park in Strahan, we commenced the lengthy process of packing 3 weeks food and gear into our boats, testing the sat phone with Les, organising for the car and keys to be left at the Caravan Park for pick up, and making full use of Tina’s mobile-phone free-time, we launched our boats in the dark at 8pm.  It was a crisp and clear night, but the moon did not seem to help us navigate our way through the sandy flats of Macquarie harbour towards Hells Gates as we ran aground more than once.     Before passing through the Gates, we passed by several shacks up on the southern bank at Macquarie Heads- only accessible by boat.  Some rowdy blokes were having a piss-up by a bonfire out the front of one of these shacks– when one drunken member saw three dark shadows moving across the water in the moonlight and exclaimed “bloody hell..there’s some paddlers down there heading for the Gates.” This seemed to amuse the guys somewhat, with jokes such as ‘Have fun navigating the Gates at night guys…Ha ha ha ha ha.”   Twenty minutes later we had quietly slipped through at the western side of the Gates.  We set up camp on the beach at Pilot Bay, the last protected bay before venturing out into the Southern Ocean.    

Day 2:  Macquarie Heads to Hibbs Point – 52 kms (SE to NE light/variable winds, 3 metre S-W swell)

We were a little slow moving in the morning, after our late night pull-in, and the best we could do was to be on the water at 930am.  The Southern Ocean progressively opened up to us as we rounded Lucas Point, then Surging Point, and finally Cape Sorell.  It was quite exciting to pass by Cape Sorell, which seemed to be the limit of the recreational fishing and tourist boats that were in the area, and finally be out in the ocean, heading south, wondering what might lie ahead for us on our 500 odd kilometre journey around the South-West.  It was a beautiful day, and we took in sights such as Edwards Bay, with its surrounding rocks and reefs and Gorge point with surrounding bommies.  Given the swells and relative lack of landings, we had lunch on the water.  John and Tina seemed rather envious of my crackers with salami, cheese and tomato, describing their own lunch as “a shitty feed of tuna on crumbling mountain bread’.  While there was no sea breeze to speak of, it was a fairly tiring day pushing into the swells with fully laden boats, having not paddled for two weeks, and in the case of John and Tina, having drunken plenty of booze with John’s friends and relies in Hobart throughout the preceding week whilst waiting for the weather to clear up.  Tina also experienced some mild sea-sickness. We pulled up stumps at the southern end of Hibbs Bay on Meerim Beach, just in time to enjoy a magnificent sunset with Hibbs Pyramid silhouetted in the foreground.   John and Tina also saw a Tasmanian Devil.  We set up camp on the beach, enjoyed the first of our many dried kangaroo bolognese meals, and flopped into bed.

Day 3: Hibbs Point to Mainwearing Inlet – 36 kms 

After another lethargic start, we left the calm protected beach and paddled out past the Pyramid and around Pt Hibbs, before cutting across Spero and Endeavour Bays to High Rocky Point some 20 odd kilometres to the south. A sea-breeze came in from the south at 11am, and within a couple of hours had worked its way up to 20 knots.  This, combined with the swells and heavy boats again made progress slow.  We had lunch on the water and this time John and Tina were better prepared.

We were pleased to finally reel in High Rocky Point, and given the headwind we decided to head for Mainwearing Inlet to camp, 4 km’s short of our original destination of The Shank.  However we vowed to make today our last lethargic start, agreeing to be on the water much earlier the next day in order to beat the sea breeze.  

As with many of the pull in points on this trip, a feasible landing only gradually presents itself as you get closer to the action.  In the case of Mainwearing, this involved paddling in close to the breaks, then ducking in behind a large protruding rock protecting the narrow entrance to the inlet and immediately into the calm red waters of the inlet.  The inlet is protected from the wind by rock faces on each side, and the sudden transition from 20 knot headwinds and 3 to 4 metre swells into the safety of this beautiful inlet blissed us out.  Whats more it was only 430pm and unlike the previous two days, we were off the water before dark and even had some time to enjoy a cup of tea in the sun.  The campsite was modest but the beauty of the inlet more than made up for it.

Day 4: Mainwearing Inlet to Mulcahy Bay – 36 kms (N/NE winds 10-20 knots, 3m SW swell)

We woke 5am and were on the water at 7am.  We encountered a series of reefs, soon after heading south from Mainwearing that we steered clear of and initially wondered if they could be The Shank.  Checking the GPS indicated we had not travelled far enough.  The Shank is a well known set of bommies/reefs that one needs to either navigate a path through or scout right around the back of.  On this occasion, they were no threat and we pushed on southwards towards Low Rocky Point.  

A sea-breeze came in at 1pm, reaching 10-15 knots.  Whilst our pre-trip discussions with others who had paddled the South-West indicated that Mulcahy Bay was a relatively safe bet for a landing in 3-4 metres swells, only very limited protection was apparent when comparing the orientation of the bay to the south-west swells.  Because the prospects for pull-in points and campsites were pretty grim for some distance past Mulcahy Bay, John had a look at Nye Bay on the way to Mulcahy in case we would need to backtrack later.  He reported that there were plenty of breakers and no obvious line from a bit of a distance but it was probably doable if the only option.  Tina and I suggested we push on as planned, not just because John’s assessment of Nye Bay was not the most positive we had heard but we were also keen for a shorter day tomorrow down to Port Davey.  We were all very keen to ensure we would arrive at Port Davey tomorrow before the bad weather sets in.  

We pushed on to Elliot Point and then down and around to the entrance to Mulcahy Bay.  As we entered further and further into the Bay, the swells seemed to drop off somewhat, for little apparent reason, and we managed to land in the inlet to Mulcahy river in the north-east corner of the Bay.  The waves were approximately 1 metre and I did a roll before paddling away from some rocks approaching on the eastern side of the inlet.  

As with our arrival at Mainwearing, the sudden transition from blue water swells into the tranquil red, orange and yellow waters of the inlet was stunning.  We spent some time just watching the dark red-brown tannin waters of the river entering the Bay to produce what from some angles was like a bay of red water contrasted against bright green vegetation, charcoal rocks and a white sanded beach.  

We paddled up the river in our kayaks in search of less brackish water, before spotting an oncoming thunderstorm and retreating to set up camp on a protected area of the beach by the estuary.  We cooked dinner and went to bed early.  Plenty of rain overnight and there was plenty of freshwater to be found in streams running onto the beach in the morning.

Day 5: Mulcahy Bay to Port Davey – 43 kms (NE winds 5-15 knots, 3m SW swell becoming NW 10-20 knots 3m WSW swell)

We were on the water very early in an attempt to beat not only the sea-breeze but also the strong north-westerly winds forecast for the afternoon.  While these winds would be behind us, we were unfamiliar with the approach to Port Davey and the extent of any obstructions in the form of reefs, surf etc near West Pyramid and The Coffee Pot that may require us to head further out to sea before turning back towards the Port.  

The wilderness factor ramped up a notch as we headed south from Mulcahy Bay, with the De Witt Range now following the coastline and the general mood of the environment becoming more distinctively ‘south-west’.  The dark clouds, rugged mountain ranges, rays of sunlight and rain, birds diving and weaving, and a sea-state with a fury that is often only equalled by the roughness of the rocky headlands, gulches and sea cliffs - all come together to define the mood of the moment.  

We entered the calmer waters behind Hobbs Island, admiring the seal covered rocks and abundant bird life.  Throughout the trip, birds commonly encountered at sea included  albatross, gannets diving into the ocean, petrels, pacific gulls and sea eagles.  Tina tried to take on a large fishing boat at Hobbs Island but escaped just in time, before they motored up and asked if we were aware of the shit weather that was about to hit us for a few days.

We then headed onwards, past the Trumpeter islets and down to West Pyramid.  We easily paddled through on the inside of this Pyramid and onward towards the awe-inspiring rock massive known as North Head.  Winds were creeping up towards 20 knots, which only heightened our experience of wildness and remoteness heading around Point St Vincent and into Port Davey proper.   We paddled along the northern side of the entrance, stunned by the wild beauty of the Port, with its darkened waters, cliff faces, caves, rugged islands surrounded by mountain ranges and darkening clouds.  After observing the impressive waves crashing onto Point Lucy and Whalers Point, we pulled in behind Whalers point for yet another on-the-water lunch.    

After lunch the winds were approaching 20 knots north-westerly, just right for setting our sails up and blasting across to the eastern side of the Port, through a spectacular narrow gap in the Breaksea islands and into Bramble Cove.  A quick scout of the Cove for potential campsites revealed a fantastic campsite just left of a small rock island, fully equipped with a national parks table and fresh water source.  The camp is nestled behind a thin layer of trees right next to the beach, and looking down on it, and has great views across the tannin coloured waters of the Cove, across to Bathurst Channel, and of the South West Cape Range in the background.

We were all rather pleased to have arrived at Port Davey, to have already experienced some of its great ruggedness and beauty, and to be looking forward to a couple of rest days in the protection of Bramble Cove while the inclement weather passes through.  And we had arrived in time for a skinny dip in some remnants of sun, followed by warm clothing and enjoying a relaxing cup of tea with chocolate.  Life is great! 

Day 6: Port Davey (S/SW 20-30 knots easing to 10-20 knots; 3-4 metre swell)

We had a very lazy day, reading, cups of tea, games of cards, walks along the beach and lots of chatting.  Topics of discussion included history, psychology and wave science interspersed with ‘poo-talk’.  The latter involved detailed discussions of the relative merits of aqua dumps, cat-scratches and the like, a discussion that was perhaps more relevant (or urgent) for those trip members that had not brought TP.   

A greater highlight was being visited by Kylie McKendrick-King (aka ‘Qug’), granddaughter of Denny King one of the great adventurers of the south-west and often referred to as the “King of the South-West”.   Denny was one of the early miners in the Port Davey and Melaleuca area and built the house ‘Melaleuca’ in 1947 on the banks of Moth Creek.  He built the first airstrip in the area, made weather reports for the Bureau of Meteorology and sailed a 40 ft sloop around the coast, often alone.  He also explored much of the area by foot.

Kylie was visiting in her capacity as a guide for Roaring 40’s outdoor company based in Kettering (www.roaring40skayaking.com.au).  Kylie, her fellow guides and the clients had flown into Melaleuca and from there paddled their two person kayaks north to Bathurst Harbour and then up the Bathurst Channel to Port Davey proper where they had been doing a good deal of sightseeing.  We had a very interesting chat to Kylie and some of her fellow paddlers in the miserable conditions, from which we learned a good deal about the history of the Port in general and also of specific places such as Bramble Cove where we were camping and the Davey River.  Whaling began in Port Davey around 1850 and finished about 100 years later when fishing took over.  There is a small cemetery behind Bramble Cove.  Huon pining was the other main industry within the Port and the banks of the Davey River still have some remains from the buildings used by the piners.  Settlement Point on the northern mouth of the Davey River was once a town of approximately 50 people.  Pining ceased in the late 1870’s.

Day 7: Port Davey (Bramble Cove to Spain Bay return – 14kms) (S/SW 5-15 knots; 3-4 m swell)

After a relaxing first day in Port Davey we began feeling a little more adventurous and set about climbing Mt Stokes, a spectacular peak right behind our campsite.  As with Day 6, conditions were generally miserable for much of the day but thankfully a break in the weather allowed us to enjoy magnificent views of the Port, Bathurst Harbour, Mt Rugby, the South-West Cape Range and beyond.  While the wet shoes and socks and general slog to the top lead to a few grizzles from the less bushwalking-inclined amongst us, the views at the top made it a well worthwhile experience.

After returning back down to our boats (the start of the track is about 100m east of the camp site around a point), we went for a 7 km paddle over to Spain Bay to have a look around, checking out Shanks Islands on the way.  That night the wet shoe and sock grizzlers vowed that if they go for any more bushwalks it would be in their wet suit booties.

Day 8: Port Davey (W 5-15 increasing NW 20/30, 3 m swells) 

The forecast NW winds were not ideal for rounding the SW Cape so we had a lazy day, with John and Tina starting the day with a swim whilst I slept in.  We collected mussels from ‘just outside’ the marine park and boiled them up in salt water.   Tasted fantastic…so much fresher than the mussels you find in Melbourne.  We were also visited by a boatful of yachties, from whom we extracted as much information as possible without offering them a cup of tea.  One of the yachties had been a regular visitor to Port Davey for more than 30 years and was a wealth of knowledge. We cooked up falafels and fresh tomato rolled in mountain bread for lunch and otherwise spent the rest of the day playing Uno, drinking cups of tea, and walking along the beach.  A native cat walked through the campsite.

Day 9: Port Davey (Bramble Cove to Davey River return- 48 kms) (NW/W 25-35 decreasing to W20-30 knots, 3m swell)

We woke a little late and it was hard to get up in the shitful conditions outside.  However we were getting itchy feet and were on the water by 1030am for a paddle up to the northern end of the Port and up the Davey River.  On the way we had to push into an approx 15 knot head wind. We explored Kathleen Islands and Mavourneen Rocks before crossing to Curtis Point via Bond Bay.  The stretch from there up to Piners Point, Settlement Point and the mouth of the Davey River contains numerous caves and we saw many beautiful sights, such as golden pebbled beaches adjacent to glistening black rock, richly coloured green trees and yellow-orange water.   During the glaciation, when sea levels were 120 metres lower than present, Port Davey was a river valley.  The sea has since eroded the many lines of weakness to form spectacular caves at sea level on many of the steep rocky banks.  

The Davey River itself was also very beautiful, with dark storm clouds looming around Castle Hill in the background.  Unfortunately we had to turn back a couple of kilometres prior to the Davey Gorge and ‘Hells Gates’ with its 100 metre high cliffs on each side of the river.  Could this be a reason to return?  There were several squalls of heavy rain and in true S-W Tasmanian spirit, we got hailed on.  The sail home with a 20 knot north-westerly behind us was an absolute blast.  That night we sat in the cold thinking of the VSKC’s social night and how nice it would be to have a drink and a chat with club friends.

Day 10:  Port Davey (NW 30-40 knots decreasing to 25-35 knots, 4 m swell)

We had planned to paddle up to Bathurst Harbour and Melaleuca for the day, weather permitting.  However the forecast was not good and in the morning we could see fairly strong winds funnelling down the Bathurst Channel.  At 930am we jumped in our boats and headed across to the channel just in case it was do-able and found that a solid 25 knots would be behind us heading down to Bathurst Harbour.  A test run of paddling back into the wind indicated that while we would make some progress on our return leg, it would be too slow to make the day trip feasible.  Before retreating to camp we saw a sea eagle quite close up.  We collected mussels in shit conditions then collected wood for a fire and after feasting on mussels spent the rest of the day playing Uno, drinking cups of tea and reading.  So much for satisfying John’s desire to see an Orange Bellied Parrot.

Day 11: Port Davey (Bramble Cove to Spain Bay – 7kms) (W/SW 25-40 knots, 5 m swell)

Woke nineish to a squall with hail and John got a fire going once it cleared a little.  Over brekky we discussed the possibility of moving our camp to Spain Bay on the southern side of the Port in order to have a quicker exit from the Port in the morning, weather permitting.  We left 2pm for Spain Bay, unsure if we would make it in the winds and hugging every bit of wind protection we could find along the way – including the Breaksea and Shank islands.  Conditions were fairly wild on the final stretch across to Spain Bay, with the waves coming in from the ocean and a squall coming through.  After arriving at 4pm we searched for a campsite and quickly found a well used site at the western end of the bay just near the start of the track to Stephen’s Bay which was marked with a piece of tape.  

We were all eager to hear the weather report at 630pm.  Would we be thwarted yet again by the weather and spend several more days here?  Having moved to a 3 star campsite from our 5 star Bramble Cove set up, we were ready to move.  The weather forecast indicated a limited window of opportunity in the morning, where the wind was forecast to be between 15 and 30 knots but increasing back up to the usual 25 to 30 in the afternoon. We decided to make a run for it, waking at 4am with a view to being on the water at 6am. The prospect of rounding the rugged and highly exposed South-West Cape in 25 knots with rebounding 5 metre swells and a confused sea state was quite daunting, and we were keen to bag the Cape as early in the day as possible.  John rang Les on the Sat phone and advised of our intentions.  John reported having received the Spanish inquisition from Les about our motives for making a run for it.  Were we taking unnecessary risks out of desperation to finally get out of Port Davey and finish the trip on time?  Or was the window viable in absolute terms if we could put the weather surrounding it out of our minds? At the end of the inquisition Les said he was just asking these questions to check our reasoning, but if it was him he would go!  Conversation around the campfire that night was almost absent, with each of us privately contemplating what scenarios might unfold the next day.

Day 12: Port Davey to Ketcham Bay – 44 kms (NW 15-25/30 knots increasing to 20-30 knots, 3m swell) 

Woke 4am to light drizzle and packed up camp in the dark.  As with the previous night, brekky was also a quiet affair.  It was unclear whether 30 minutes after leaving we would be back at camp after encountering 30 knot head winds on a wild sea state, or whether we would be rounding Hilliard Head and committing ourselves to a fast trip southwards towards the South-West Cape.

We left camp at 615am in twilight and were delighted to be escorted out of Spain Bay by at least 7 dolphins, which we interpreted as a good omen.  We were pleased to observe only 15 knot winds on a 3-4 metre swell upon entering unprotected waters.  The sea-state was much messier than we had previously experienced, a hangover from several previous days of bad weather and NW wind waves crossing over the  SW swells.  We had a short break at Mutton Bird Island, watching the many seals on the rocks and taking advantage of the temporarily protected waters to grab a snack.  The wildlife on this section of the trip was quite incredible, with dolphins and albatrosses checking us out, petrels diving into the water and ‘little black birds’ skimming across the water.

Winds gradually intensified, reaching 20 knots about 5 km’s from the Cape and increasing further as we moved closer.  The messy sea state made trying to get a run on the swells rather exciting.  While we didn’t want to get too close to the reefs off the Cape and the waves rebounding back towards us, we kept as close as we could as we didn’t want to get blown past the Cape and taken to Maatsuyker in deteriorating conditions.  Once we were just past these obstacles, John turned left in the disturbed water and Tina and I followed as we all turned up the power in our dash to get into the protected area behind the Cape before being blown past it by the winds that were now coming from the side.  However as we got closer to the Cape the winds changed direction to become 20-25 knot N-E headwinds.  We seemed to have strong swirling winds heading towards us from both sides of the Cape!  After a final struggle, we made our way into the relatively quiet waters behind the Cape.  Thinking we had past the worst of it, we relaxed somewhat for a few moments and snapped a few photos.  

When we resumed paddling in the lee of the Cape in the direction of Karamu Bay the 25 knot N-E headwinds returned, with gusts reaching 30 knots or more that would stop us in our tracks and on a few occasions push us backwards towards the rocks we were hugging to avoid the N-W winds on the other side of the Cape.  These N-E winds appeared to be the result of the N-W winds coming over the saddle just north of the Cape at Karamu Bay and then heading back up behind the Cape in an eddy like fashion.  Thankfully, the winds became more workable once we got past Karamu Bay and we quickly crossed Wilson’s Bight and rounded our last major point prior to heading into Ketcham Bay.  However we weren’t going to get away this easy, and as we headed northwards from Telopea point we encountered 20-25 knot northerly gusts coming from the Bay towards us for the final 3 km’s into Ketcham Bay.  As we finally approached the Bay, John commented that ‘all we need now is a 2 metre surf landing!’.  The waves turned out to be about 1 metre, enough to cause Tina to roll when we re-entered the surf to relocate from the eastern end of the beach to the western end where the better campsite is located.  We were all on a high after having successfully rounded the South-West Cape and celebrated with cups of tea, barbeque shapes and nuts. 

Day 13: Ketcham Bay (N/NW 35-50 knots, later W 35-45 knots, seas 5-7 metres, S-W swell 3m)

Winds were clearly too strong for paddling to Maatsuyker and we enjoyed a well deserved rest day.   Four bushwalkers passed through the campsite at lunchtime, enroute from the S-W Cape to New Harbour.  They reported that the track from Wilson’s Bight to the Cape was very thick and had taken them 10.5 hrs.  After they left, John and Tina quickly agreed that “they can shove that!! .It takes two days of bushwalking to do what we did in a couple of hours”.  

John went diving and returned with four abalone which we cooked up for lunch.  After lunch we went for a walk along the bushwalking track that heads to Wilson’s Bight.  Some great views looking down at little coves from the top of the cliffs and also of the far wilder conditions further out to sea.   Russ got bitten by a bull ant and our first leaches were encountered.  

We tuned in to the forecast at 630pm and were surprised to learn that hurricane force winds were forecast for overnight, and that they would peak at 70-80 knots in the vicinity of Maatsuyker island, just 20kms off Ketcham Bay and our next destination.  The hurricane did not disappoint.  The sound of the winds howling down the valley that night were simply unbelievable.  None of us have ever experienced winds of this strength before.  While our tents were relatively protected under the tall stands of gums, the torture these gums were receiving above was immense and most gusts resulted in a shower of twigs and small branches on our tents.  The sound of the winds was louder and had a forcefulness to it that we haven’t experienced before.  It was no longer sounding like wind…but rather a force that would be capable of moving semi-trailers.  About 5am the pattern changed and the winds changed direction and started sand blasting my tent before dropping in intensity as the south-west change began to come into effect.  

Day 14: Ketcham Bay (W/NW 45-60 knots then SW 35-45 knots, seas 6-8 metres, swell 4 metres)

We woke early, had a look at the beach and speculated over a cup of tea about how the hurricane would have been experienced at Maatsuyker island! Overnight, the surfzone had transformed from a clean 1metre break to very messy 2 metre waves closely spaced.  We retreated back to our tents as the rain started coming down, re-emerging at midday when some blue sky began hitting our tents.  John spoke to his friend Tony on the sat phone who informed us that the winds had reached 90 knots at Maatsuyker Island and caused quite a bit of damage across Tasmania.  The media was reporting it as the worst weather Tasmania had experienced in a long time.  Maatsuyker readings indicated that the air pressure for this small but very intense low dropped to 966.3 hectopascals about 3am and maximum gust of 169km/hr was recorded at 2.07 am.  Where we were camping, the winds seemed to be peaking around 2-3am. Off the state's west coast, waves that hit a signal buoy about 30km west of Cape Sorrell were so big they broke the buoy's line of sight with a recording weather station at Strahan. About 3am, the buoy recorded a maximum wave of 17m and one would expect that similar would have been experienced in the Maatsuyker area. 

In the afternoon we went for another walk along the Wilson’s Bight track, looking down on the two metre swells rolling into Ketcham. 

Day 15: Ketcham Bay (W/NW 20-30 knots increasing 25-35, seas 2-4 metres, swell 3-4 m)

The surf abated throughout the day and we had a relaxing day reading, chatting etc.  The high that had come through overnight was rather disappointing… delivering little more than grey sky and drizzle.

Day 16: Ketcham Bay to Maatsuyker – 20kms (W 25-35 decreasing to SW 10-20, seas 3-5 metres, swell 3 m increasing to 5-6 metres)

We woke at first light and packed up camp.  We were pleased to see the swell had not begun to rise….at least we can get out!! But getting out through the surf was only part of the challenge.  The trickier decision was to judge whether the winds would be at the upper end of the forecast range (ie 30-35 knots) when we have paddled out far enough to no longer be protected by the Amy range.  With these winds behind us we may not be able to paddle back against the wind and we had no idea whether there would be any reefs or other obstacles that would require us to take a wide berth around Maatsuyker or Walker Islands.  We decided to leave earlier rather than later in order to avoid the building surf and swells, and to have a careful look at the wind when we got out there.  We negotiated the surf without incident and paddled out towards Telopea point in the protection of the Amy range.  At around Amy Bay we decided that the sea state in the distance did not seem to be 30+ so we cautiously began heading straight for Maatsuyker.  It wasn’t long before we were in the biggest swells so far on the trip.  The sea state was a little messy and it was quite a wild ride with 20-25 knot winds over our shoulder most of the way to Maatsuyker.  

John had a look at the possibility of paddling between Maatsuyker and Walker Islands but he decided to play it safe and join Tina and I in paddling around the northern side of Walker Island before turning south and into the relatively protected waters behind the two islands.  We found the small gulch on Maatsuyker marked on the topographic map as ‘landing stage’.  Landing was tricky as the landing stage no longer exists and the pool was surging with the swells.  John ended up landing whilst keeping his boat wet and Tina swam in to help him unload whilst I towed her boat around amongst the seals.  They then carried John’s and then Tina’s boat up onto the rocks and then helped me with mine.  The first thing one notices upon landing on Maatsuyker, other than perhaps the many seals is that is very steep.  Indeed, the Maatsuyker group of islands were actually mountain peaks back during the glaciation when the coastline extended an extra 20 to 50 kms beyond that of today.  Maatsuyker Island is less than 1.5 kms wide and 2.5 kms long and yet it rises to approximately 300 metres.  

We decided to walk up the steep slopes in search of a track that might take us to a relatively flat spot suitable for camping and also in the direction of the lighthouse and any other sights.  We carried our boats up about 5 metres to the only flat spot we could see that was well clear of the surging pool and after changing into dry clothes we continued walking up the hill in search of a track.  After ascending another 10 metres over the rocks, we were surprised to come across a much larger rocky platform occupied by a large number of seals.  Tina tried to engage with them, saying ‘Hi Honey, I’m home’ and snapped off a couple of photos of them.  We then continued our ascent and a short time later after we had found the track John looked back down and said with a concerned look ‘Did we turn our boats upside down before starting our walk?’.  We all looked down and saw our boats neatly leaning against each other, but upside down.  We all knew that we did not do this, so after a couple of ‘Oh Shit’ exclamations we scurried back down the slope to our kayaks that had evidently been damaged by seals, and mine quite badly.  

What had obviously happened is that our encounter with the seals on the platform above had scared some of them back into the water and they had jumped off a rock ledge onto our kayaks.  Both Tina’s and my kayaks had a number of bad dings on the hull and my nose had sustained serious structural damage.  The fibreglass had been cleanly broken through right across the deck, the decking tapes had come off and the hull had separated from the deck.  After some serious taping of my nose, we spent some time searching for an alternate site for the kayaks that would be safe from the surging pool, the slopes and the seals.  We ended up wedging the kayaks behind the National Parks sign and headed back up the track.   

The track was slow going, made worse by the many melaleucas that had blown over, obviously a result of the hurricane a couple of nights earlier.  We finally came out onto a small grassy road and to our surprise were immediately greeted by the caretakers.  They had, by coincidence, been clearing some fallen trees at the top of the track, which is about 1km from the lighthouse and their usual place of residence.  The caretakers, Margaret and Michael (M&M), actually seemed pleased to see us, saying they do not run into too many people on the island!.  Malcolm, a yachtie, seemed quite impressed that we had just paddled over from Ketcham given the conditions.  They had just measured the swells at 5 metres as part of their weather reporting responsibilities for the Bureau of Meteorology.  They asked how we had coped in the hurricane, and they described how their anemometer had been recording 91 knot winds at the time it broke up and flew over the cliffs into the ocean.   The maximum winds may thus have been even higher.  This was apparently the maximum wind speed ever officially recorded in Tasmania.  Their communications antenna was also blown over and some damage was sustained to some of the buildings.

After initially showing us the only flat spot on the island to camp, a small grass terrace at the top of the haulage rail, M&M asked if we would prefer to stay in the second lighthouse keeper’s quarters, with beds, a hot shower and spectacular views of the Needles! It was impossible to refuse and we politely accepted.  It also saved us from lugging our full camping gear up the hill to the camp site.  On the way up to ‘our’ quarters, M&M showed us how they measure the swells on some of the rocks by the Needles (‘heavy’ rock and ‘moderate’ rock).  John saw a native mouse, the only marsupial on the island.  These mice thrive on the island due to the absence of snakes. That night we enjoyed camembert cheese and fresh tomatoes on biscuits with white wine.  Simply fantastic!!

M&M told us how National Parks were out at the island a couple of weeks earlier as part of a review of the landing conditions for the island that is currently underway.  The problem is that the landing area is situated right in the middle of the main access route for the main seal colony on the island, and when people visit, the seals get scared and in their panic to get back into the water they can trample and kill pups – not just boats.  Margaret suggested we may be fortunate to have come before the new conditions are in place.  

Day 17: Maatsuyker Island (NW 5-15 knots, seas 1.5 metres, swell 4-6 metres)

We gratefully accepted M&M’s offer of a tour of the lighthouse at 930am, after they had finished their weather reporting obligations.  The lighthouse, situated at the southern end of the island overlooking the Needle Rocks and the associated colony of fur seals, is a modest 17 metres high and located 118 metres above sea level.  It is located well below the highest point on the island so that it is not hidden in the clouds a lot of the time.  

The lighthouse, built in 1889, has the only fully functioning clock mechanism in any lighthouse in the southern hemisphere.  When functioning, the mechanism needs to be wound up by hand every 45 minutes.  This winding raises weights that hang right down the middle of the lighthouse.  The lowering of these weights via gravity then ‘powers’ the rotation mechanism for the light.  The bricks for the lighthouse were brought in from Oyster Cove south of Hobart and the floor is made of 4 inch thick slate to support the mechanism weighing 2.5 tons.  We examined the mechanism in detail, and even took photos of each other and the Needles from inside the lens.  From the balcony of the lighthouse we also enjoyed fantastic views of the Needles and many other landmarks, including Mewstone to the south-east and the South-West Cape to the north-west.   The lighthouse is no longer in service and its function has been replaced by a self-powered automatic beacon. 

There are very limited tracks on the island that make exploring the whole island very difficult.  The walking track from the landing ends at a beautiful and rather quaint narrow grassy road with overhanging melaleuca that create a tunnel or archway type of effect.  This track leads up and across the island to the lighthouse.  Other than that there is a walking track up to the summit which runs through nookeries and is apparently fairly difficult walking.

We helped M&M clear some fallen melaleuca from the track to the landing stage.  They were also interested to witness the response of the seals to controlled disturbances by people so they filmed us while we walked in an agreed start-stop fashion along the edge of the colony to our kayaks.  

We had a lazy afternoon playing cards, reading and drinking tea, in between taking in the views in the sun.  John, being an electrician, helped Malcolm examine a problem with the wind generator.  We had accepted an offer to head around to M&M’s for dinner, so we put on our best smelly thermals and walked up the track to their place, whilst taking in a spectacular sunset in which the South-West Cape turned orange.  We enjoyed fresh garden salad, red wine, pasta and freshly baked bread from the Maatsuyker bakery (Margaret) whilst chatting about the history, management and wildlife of the island, sailing and paddling the south-west, and related matters.  We looked through the log book and noticed that the previous trip recorded in the log was by the Maatsuyker Canoe Club last summer.  Malcolm showed us many of the photos they had taken since arriving on the island, some spectacular shots that reflected the diversity of weather conditions they had experienced over the couple of months since they arrived.  We also saw the wind speed charts that the anemometer had recorded before failing.  We are very grateful to M&M for their wonderful hospitality.  The island is managed by volunteer caretakers who change over every 4 months approximately.  Around the time this article is published M&M will be swapping with a new pair of caretakers.

Day 18: Maatsuyker to South Cape Rivulet via Rocky Bay Inlet– 59kms (NW/NE 5-15 knots, SW 2.5 m swell) 

We woke at 530 am and after brekky and packing made our way back down to the landing.  A huge seal was lying right at the put in point, and John carefully tried to coax it back into the water by slowly moving closer to it.  After a lengthy stalemate where John and the seal were eyeballing each other, the seal made its way back into the water and we finished loading and then launching our boats.  

The ocean was unusually calm, with the swells having dropped noticeably overnight and the Maatsuyker group of islands further protecting us as we paddled across to De Witt Island and then on to Ille du Golfe, before heading into Rocky Boat Inlet for lunch.  Approx 1 metre waves were breaking on the south-eastern side of the Inlet but it was easy to avoid them and land straight on, on a large-pebbled beach, where we had lunch on some cushion plants in the sun. 

We decided to take advantage of the very good weather and dropping swells by pushing on to South Cape Rivulet.  The Fluted Cliffs heading up to the South Cape were spectacular and after rounding the Cape it was about another hour before we had landed on the beach at Rivulet at 530pm.  The waves were only about 2 feet!.  The rivulet is very scenic, with the tannin coloured river winding its way through white sands with a green backdrop from tall trees.  The scene had a misty quality to it.  Given the strong north-easterly winds forecast for later in the week (eg N 20-30 knots on Day 20), we decided to terminate the trip at Southport the next day, a town that is a little over 100kms south of Hobart. Tomorrow night we hoped to be enjoying beer and steak!

Day 19: South Cape Rivulet to Southport – 39 kms (N/NE 10-20, then west 15-25, 1.5/2 m SW swell) 

We were on the water around 8am and getting out through the surf was straightforward.  Winds were very light until shortly after rounding the South-East Cape when we started running into an increasingly strong north-easterly headwind.  The steak, chips and salad we had been dreaming of wasn’t going to fall into our laps.  We would have to work for it for the remaining 20 plus kms up to Southport.

After a sustained slog, interrupted only by lunch in the sun on Little Lagoon Beach, the town of Southport finally came into sight. Not knowing where to camp or whether there was a pub in town, we headed for the jetty at the northern end of the bay and paddled up to a guy on a fishing boat to ask for directions.  He asked where we had come from and when we answered ‘Strahan’, a smile came over his face and he responded ‘Jesus!!.. that’s a bloody good effort’. However in the spirit of the ‘limited windows’ theme of our trip, he informed us that yes there is a pub in town, but tonight (Tuesday) is the only night they do not do meals,…and there are no other restaurants in town!!  The thought of cooking up more of the same old dried food on our trangia’s, after finishing the trip, did not sit well with any of us and we decided to get changed into our dry clothes and walk up to the pub to discuss dinner and camping options over a few beers.  

We had only walked 50 metres when we noticed that the magnificent colonial style cottage to our left had a sign in the front yard reading “Jetty House: Bed & Breakfast”.  We looked at each other and the decision was made.  Rosslyn and Carl were the perfect hosts and that night, after a few celebratory ales at the pub, we feasted on a barbeque of salmon and tuna steaks with muttonbird, garden salad and boiled potatoes, washed down with red wine and followed with home made apple crumble and icecream.  A group of Melbourne Grammer boys were also staying at the Jetty House and we got chatting to some of the outdoor education instructors over dinner.  One of the guys just happened to be heading up to Blackman’s Bay the next morning, where John’s car had been parked, and we arranged for John to travel with him to collect the car.  Things were looking up!

A stay at The Jetty House is the perfect way to finish a trip around the south-west.  Not only is it across the road from the beach, but the food and hospitality is great.  And perhaps most striking of all is that this house is wonderfully characterful. For bookings ring 03 62983139 or check out http://southportjettyhouse.com.

Final Reflections

Having completed the trip we reflected (usually with a beer in hand) on how we had found the trip.  As far as the overall wilderness and paddling experience is concerned, the trip met and exceeded our expectations.  Paddling the south-west is not just a case of paddling ‘another’ rocky coastline with more extreme paddling conditions than usual.  Rather, it is the combination of these conditions with an extremely rugged, remote and unique coastline, punctuated by spectacular and often oasis-like inlets, gulches, and bays, abundant and unique wildlife, and the intangible mood of the south-west that makes this trip special.  Complementing the many sustained highlights were hundreds of one-second highlights where these factors would come together in a very special way for a fleeting moment.  These moments were often experienced whilst paddling and cannot be captured by camera at all.  Even without many of these highlights, the trip would still be an attractive prospect simply to visit Port Davey and to ‘get away from it’ and go camping in the wilderness for 3 weeks. 

In terms of difficulty, in many ways the trip was quite relaxing, with plenty of days resting in beautiful locations reading books etc and several days of good paddling conditions.  There were no epics where we lost each other at sea, spent a night out on the water or accidentally got trashed against reefs.  However, we all agreed that the trip was also quite heavy going.  The main reasons were the limited windows in the weather for paddling, the conditions when actually paddling in terms of wind strength, swells and landings; the conditions on land when not paddling (eg cold and wet); the remoteness and the extra degree of caution that this warrants; the sheer length of the trip; and the unknown (not being familiar with the area in terms of landings, obstructions when rounding headlands, reefs etc).  A well known expedition paddler suggested to John some time ago that “if you are not prepared to paddle in more than 20 knots and 5 metre swells, you shouldn’t be doing the South-West”.  Our experience would support this hypothesis… unless you have a lot of time up your sleeve.  Tina commented that this trip was more challenging overall than her Bass Strait experiences, although what people experience on either trip will obviously be highly contingent on the weather.  One thing is for sure though…  the reader of this article who next paddles the South-West will experience idyllic conditions and wonder what on earth we are on about!  

In addition to the Roaring 40’s option, those that are keen to visit Port Davey but not necessarily paddle the rest of the South-West might consider coming in on La Golondrina, an ex-fishing boat run by ex-fisho Morrie Wolf.  Morrie now provides a service of taking people anywhere on the coast and can take you from Hobart to Port Davey with camping gear and kayaks at a cost of $990 per person return. Contact Morrie or Christine Wolf on 0362921668 or check out www.lagolcharters.com for further details.

Finally, I’d like to thank John and Tina for a great job in leading and organising the trip, and inviting me to come along, and thank you to Les from all of us for providing excellent land-based support. Thanks also to John’s brother Gerry and John’s friend Tony for undertaking the lengthy car shuttle. 

