A life less ordinary
What drives a retired couple to spend six months on a remote, windswept island
at the bottom of Tasmania? What is involved? How do you manage?
Christine Danger talks to the new volunteer caretakers of Maatsuyker Island.
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“W

e have passed the medicals, we have
had the most terrific briefing from the Marine
Conservation people, and we have just finished
loading the last of our food boxes. Next week, we
have the Parks and Wildlife and the Bureau of
Met training. We’re on our way!” You can hear
the excitement in the voices of Mary Sheehan and
David Nicholson, the next couple to become the
volunteer caretakers of Maatsuyker Island.
Where on earth is Maatsuyker Island? It
is a remote outpost 10km south of Tasmania’s
wild south west coast, a tiny outcrop taking
the full brunt of the Southern Ocean and the
roaring forties.

What makes Maatsuyker a particularly
challenging environment is the weather. It is
foul. It rains five days out of seven. Gales of 60 to
70 knots are frequent. And it’s cold. And then
there is the isolation. The only practical way to get
there is by helicopter. There are no sandy beaches
or gentle slopes on this island. Maatsuyker rises
out of the Southern Ocean like a leviathan to a
height of 278m. There was once a jetty allowing
rare boats to dock in the only semi-sheltered spot
on the island, called the Gulch, but it long ago
succumbed to the fury of the sea.
Maatsuyker is the southernmost island
of the Maatsuyker group. Roughly triangular, it

The Maatsuyker group of islands looking south
42

TA S M A N I A 40ºSouth

TA S M A N I A 40ºSouth

43

is 3.5km long and 1.5km at its widest point. The
island was found by Dutch explorer Abel Tasman
and is thought to have been named after Johan
Maatsuyker, an official of the Dutch East India
Company. In the 1800s, Maatsuyker’s distinctive
outline would have been one of the first sights of
land for people arriving from Europe by ship. To
improve the safety of the passage, the lighthouse
and the accompanying light keeper’s cottages were
built, and in 1891 the 17m tower cast its light
some 40km for the first time. The tower light was
decommissioned and replaced by an automatic
beacon in 1997.
Since then, the Parks and Wildlife Service
has managed Maatsuyker Island as part of the
Southwest National Park and Tasmanian Wilder
ness World Heritage Area. The group Friends of
Maatsuyker Island work in partnership with Parks
and Wildlife on many aspects of island manage
ment. A permanent presence is maintained on the
island through the volunteer caretaker program,
which plays an important role in conservation.
Couples and sometimes families live on the island
for four to six months and look after a range of
duties. Weather observations and maint enance of
the tower, lighthouse cottages, outbuildings and
meteorological and communication equipment are
part of the daily routine.
David and Mary describe their duties. “We
need to do three weather reports per day, at 6am,
9am and 3pm. So there is no sleeping in. You
adjust your life to daylight rhythm.” Another job
is to maintain the grounds. Weeding and mowing
seem to be a regular occupation with the growth in
vegetation generated by the frequent rains. “When
it stops raining, you start mowing!”
With the buildings and lighthouse under
the constant assault of the weather, repairs can
be needed too, but the buildings are heritage
listed and any work on them is strictly overseen
by Parks and Wildlife. Other incidental jobs
include reporting sightings of wildlife, particularly
endangered species, responding to radio enquiries
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regarding the weather from Par-Avion (a small
aircraft company operating tourist flights from
Cambridge Aerodrome to Melaleuca in the Port
Davey-Bathurst Harbour area) or the odd cray
fishermen working the south coast.
But apart from those few radio contacts
and liaison with Coast Radio Hobart, you don’t
get to hear many voices, other than that of your
partner trying to be heard over the howling
wind. So why would anyone want to spend six
months of their life on such an isolated and
weather-beaten island with the only mod-cons
being radio, telephone and fax?
For Mary and David, these are the
very conditions that appeal to their sense of
adventure, their absolute love of the ocean, their
dream of experiencing a life less ordinary. In their
words, “It is our once-in-a-lifetime chance to
get a glimpse of the old lighthouse keepers’ life,
away from everything, with few of modern life’s
accoutrements.”
This certainly is not for everybody. Imagine
spending six months as a couple, with no visitors,
no mobile phone, no internet, email or snail mail,
and of course no television; no local shop, no
morning paper, no possible escape, no one else
around, just two people in the middle of nowhere,
totally dependent on each other. How long would
you last?
But Mary and David are no strangers to a
self-sufficient, frugal and weather-dependent
existence. Now in their early 60s, for many years
they lived aboard their yacht Medina while they
cruised the waters of Tasmania and the east
coast of Australia. They have also volunteered as
caretakers on Deal Island, bang in the middle of
Bass Strait, for several three-month stints during
the past few years. So they know what to expect and,
most importantly, they know they can cope. “We
know we get on well and can live together in close
proximity. Our time on Deal Island has taught us
we work together effectively and thoroughly enjoy
being in the wilderness.” And indeed a requirement
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Morning light on the southernmost lighthouse in Australia
photographer Marina Campbell, Wildcare Inc.

to get this gig is a healthy dose of self-sufficiency,
handiness and resilience, and an ability to manage
with limited resources.
Self-sufficiency and personal preparation
are put to test on the provisioning front also. The
caretakers maintain a garden on the island, which
supplies them with fresh vegetables. The Huonville
butcher cryovacs and freezes meat and chicken,
and the rest of the food is dry or tinned. To work
out the huge shopping list before you are dropped
on the island is a matter of setting up a menu for a
fortnight and multiplying this by 13, with an extra
fortnight for safe measure. Your provisions are then
packed in plastic boxes that get picked up in a huge
net by the helicopter and dropped on the island.
You get one resupply halfway through your term,
so there is a chance to redeem yourselves if you’ve
messed up the menu.
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Most aspects of life on Maatsuyker are
challenging, but there are also some treasures.
The rare clear days are magnificent, the islands
and ocean a mesmerising sight and the mighty
southwest wilderness back towards Tassie showing
every peak and valley in all their splendour. “Few
people get to experience what we are about to – the
extremes of weather, the phenomenal winds and
complete isolation, the grandeur of the ocean in all
its moods,” says Mary.
For the caretakers of Maatsuyker, this unique
experience includes being closer than most to
the rich marine life that is reserved for unspoilt,
pristine places. Penguins can be observed, fur seals
abound, elephant seals are coming back after being
nearly extinct from years of killing, leopard seals
can sometimes be seen, whales (southern right,
humpbacks and orcas) are regularly spotted. And
then there are the birds: the majestic albatross,
the precious 10 pairs of soft plumage petrels on
the island, slowly making a comeback from near
extinction, and the delightful pink-breasted
robin. Then there are the 800,000 or so breeding
shearwaters migrating back to the island every
November. They make an astounding spectacle –
and racket – when they leave their burrows at dawn
for their day’s foraging at sea, and again on their
return at dusk, when they descend like dark cloud
to feed their young.
Yes, Maatsuyker is a naturalist’s paradise.
So there is much to be experienced, to be
learned and cherished during those six months.
There is no question that David and Mary are in
for the adventure of a lifetime. David concludes,
“Age says it won’t be repeated, so we will make the
most of this unique time. You should check in on
us in a few months to ensure we are still well and
safe, and haven’t murdered each other.” No doubt
Parks and Wildlife will be keeping a watch on
those two castaways.
If interested in joining or knowing more about the Friends of
Maatsuyker Island Wildcare Inc, visit www.wildcaretas.org.au

