
I
f you are not adverse to the rowdy 
and cool weather of the roaring 
forties, and relish isolation, pristine 
wilderness and breathtaking scenery, 
have we got a place for you!

On the south west coast of Tasmania, 
where there are no roads for hundreds 
of kilometres, and the only access is by 
sea, air or a five day mountain trek, is 
an absolutely stunningly beautiful place: 
Port Davey and Bathurst Harbour.

On Boxing Day 2012, our dream of 
discovering this untamed and remote 
cruising destination became reality.  
We motor-sailed in the company of 
two other yachts from Recherche Bay 
at the south east tip of Tasmania, in 
very light westerlies, hugging the south 
coast and rounding South West Cape 
in totally calm conditions. This was the 
only window over a couple of weeks that 
enabled anyone to make the 70 mile 
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dash, and judging from the experience 
of a few regulars to these parts, it is 
rather typical.

What awaited us was a truly amazing 
experience. Once you enter Port Davey, 
a huge bay open to the Southern 
Ocean, and follow the Bathurst Channel 
linking Port Davey to Bathurst Harbour, 
you enter a different world: dark, tannin 
stained waters, towering craggy hills, 
endless stretches of impenetrable bush, 
and numerous rivers. The grandeur and 
scale of this place are overwhelming.  
You feel and look miniscule in this 
landscape.

This is a sensational destination if you 
enjoy bush walking. The best way to 
appreciate the wide reaching scenery 
is to scramble up those hills, but be 
prepared to bush bash for a number 
of the climbs as some have no track or 
consist of just overgrown and muddy 
wombat trails. Gaiters are useful to 
protect your legs from scratches. We 
went up Mt Milner, Mt Nares, Balmoral 
Hill, Mt Beattie, and of course the big 
mean one:  Mt Rugby, the omnipresent 
mountain which dominates the region. 
The panoramic views you get over the 
estuary, the channel and the Bathurst 
basin are reminiscent of fjord land in 
New Zealand: imposing escarpments, 
indented ridge lines, straight down 
to narrow inlets and waterways, and 
the endless ocean in the distance. 
As with any bush walk, you have the 
delight of seeing stunning wildflowers, 
often endemic to the south west, but 
surprisingly, we saw very little wildlife, 
although there was evidence of 
wombats and quolls. We did see a huge 
number of black swans, particularly 
while going up the Davey River by 
dinghy to see the striking Davey Gorges.

The Bathurst Channel was once a 
river valley, while Bathurst Harbour was 
a large button grass plain. Both were 
flooded when the sea level rose at the 
end of the last ice age, about 7000 
years ago. The Bathurst Channel varies 
in depth from seven or eight metres to 
40m, and is about one kilometre wide 
and 12kms long. Bathurst Harbour is 
only five to seven metres deep all the 
way through. As you move through the 
Channel and into Bathurst Harbour, 
there appears to be hardly any tide, 

20-50cms at most between high and 
low water. This may have been the 
result of persistent westerlies pushing 
and keeping the level at that end of the 
waterways when we were there, but 
regular visitors to the region confirm 
this seems to be the norm. Another 
unique aspect of this region is the very 
unusual marine environment created 
by a deep layer of dark brown, tannin 
rich freshwater, 
which overlies tidal 
saltwater. The fresh 
water layer is so 
dark that it lets no 
light penetrate. You 
cannot see beyond 
the first 10 or 
20cms. It looks ink 
black and is quite 
off-putting. It is too 
dark for the normal 
variety of fish to live 
there. So if you like 
fishing, you might 
have to stock up 
before hand, and in 
any case, this is a 
marine sanctuary.

There are 
a number of 
anchorages offering 
protection from 
a variety of wind 
directions. Most of 
them are in mud.  
Some are suitable 
in mild conditions, 

whilst others are bulletproof storm 
anchorages when the west or south 
west gales install themselves for days on 
end. Some are tight little nooks with only 
enough room to swing one cat, others 
are more open with plenty of swinging 
room for several yachts, and there are 
also some where  you can spider web 
yourself into the shore. The available 
Tasmanian cruising guides are invaluable 

to help choose the right anchorage for 
given conditions. We stayed at Spain 
Bay (1), Bond Bay (2) and Bramble Cove 
(3) in Port Davey, Schooner Cove (4), 
Casilda Cove (5), Frog’s Hollow (6) and 
Iola Bay (7) in the Bathurst Channel, and 
in King’s Point (8), Clayton’s Corner (9) 
and Melaleuca (10) in Bathurst Harbour 
(refer to the chart on the next page).  
We withstood 20-30kt westerly, north 
westerly or south westerly winds most 
days, with a peak at 45kts in Frog’s 
Hollow, and had no trouble with the 
anchor holding. Our main anchor is a 

Manson Supreme; our back up is a 
Fortress. We swear by them and did not 
drag anywhere, but other yachts did.  
We do put out a lot of chain – a ratio of 
8 to 1 is often what we use.  We like to 
sleep soundly at night!

We explored for 12 days and were 
lucky enough to enjoy this wilderness 
with only two other yachts; we would 
sometimes share an anchorage and 
a meal together, but also had time 
to ourselves to enjoy this awesome 
experience. You do need at least this 
much time to do this region justice. We 

certainly did not see everything and 
there are a few more anchorages we 
would love to stay at, rivers to explore, 
hills to climb ... It will be an excuse for 
another visit sometime!  

You have to be ready for some wild 
weather. There was no opportunity to 
escape in the 12 days we were there – 
not that we wanted to. But you definitely 
can get stuck there, unable to get out 
during endless gales that would make 
the most intrepid sailors shudder. Once 
here, you are governed by seas and 
winds, not clocks and schedules. In 
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these parts you’d better like your wind 
from the West, and strong!  But there 
can also be some crystal clear, calm 
days, when the silence envelops you.  
We went through all seasons in a week: 
100, wintery, grey days, with rain and 
hail, to 400+ heat and bushfire the day 
we climbed Mt Rugby.

We would have liked to head north to 
Strahan on the way out, but the weather 

take it easy is a marine ply and 
epoxy catamaran, the first 11.6m 
easy designed and built by Peter 
and ann snell. Launched at 
Brisbane in 2003, it was purchased 
by Chris and Wade in May 2011. 
take it easy now looks quite 
different from its original white all 
over colour. it now has distinctive 
dark blue hulls, white topsides, grey 
deck and orange trims.

gods did not agree. However our return 
via the south coast was very different 
to our way in; 15-20kt westerlies made 
the sled ride back an exhilarating one, 
and we saw south west, south and 
south east capes the way you would 
expect – looking wild, weather beaten 
and remote.

Locals say the best time to come 
to Port Davey is in February or March, 

when the winds quieten, but then you 
have to be prepared to share this most 
beautiful piece of the world with quite a 
few more yachties and nasty sand flies.

So folks, be brave, leave the east 
coast, put your woollies on and get 
down there. It is a long way south, but 
well worth the effort. Don’t forget your 
camera!  




