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Meet a  
Tasmanian Devil

aUStraLia

tasmania. home of the devil, sanctuary for the wombat. 
Before the last ice age, it was connected to the mainland by 
a land bridge but now sits apart in the southeast corner of 

Australia, an island state in an island nation. “tassie” is a road less 
travelled for most visitors to Australia, but then, bucket listers don’t 
represent most visitors. We want peace, we want quiet, we want 
beauty; we want nature and adventure and unique animals—human 
and otherwise—we’ll never forget. 

Tasmania was discovered as 
early as 1642 by a Dutch navigator 
named Abel Tasman. Not much 
happened in Van Diemen’s Land, 
as it was known, until the British 
decided to settle convicts on it 
in 1803. Australians can be sensi-
tive about their origins, though it 
should be said that many founding 
convicts were victims of corruption 
or involved in the pettiest of crimes. 
Van Diemen’s Land, on the other 
handcuffed hand, was reserved 
for hardcore and repeat offend-
ers. The entire island was a brutal 
experiment in prisoner reform and 
punishment. Convicts were initially 
assigned to work and support the 
free settlers, but this was deemed 
not harsh enough. Hard-labour 
camps were introduced and prison-
ers put to work as slaves, with only 
gruel and God for sustenance. Port 
Arthur, the most infamous prison 
on the island, was founded as a 
“machine to grind men honest.”

Located about an hour and a 
half from the capital of Hobart, Port 
Arthur today is Tasmania’s premier 
tourist attraction, a convict theme 
park complete with wax models 
and bad period actors. By the mid-
1800s, the island convict machine 
had ground to a halt. The British 

stopped sending prisoners, and 
harsh Van Diemen’s Land became 
beautiful Tasmania, and lo, all was 
good. With a population of about 
half a million, Tasmania is an out-
door lover’s paradise, offering abun-
dant hikes, beaches, biking, fishing 
and climbing. It is also blessed with 
an indigenous creature straight out 
of everyone’s favourite Saturday -
morning cartoon. 

The Tasmanian devil is synony-
mous with the island, as ubiquitous 
as Mickey Mouse in Disneyland. 
Unlike rodents, they are nocturnal 
and shy, not to mention ugly, smelly 
and bad-tempered. Good thing they 
don’t have sharp jaws that clamp 
down four times harder than a pit 
bull’s. Oh wait, they do. Tasmanians 
love their ferocious, hairy devil, 
especially since the species is 
going through its own special form 
of hell. A rare form of contagious 
cancer has wiped out an estimated 
70 per cent of the population since 
1996, with no cure in sight. 

The devils’ plight is not aided 
by their knack for ending up as a 
popular item on the roadkill menu. 
While the roadkill is impressive 
in Western Australia, the sheer 
amount of dead kangaroos, walla-
bies, wombats, possums, devils and 
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other indigenous wildlife on Tas-
manian roads suggests carnage. 

“It’s unfortunate that the first 
animals most tourists see in Tas-
mania are dead ones,” says Matt, 
my enthusiastic guide for a three-
day tour. Fortunately, we visit a 
nature park where we can check 
out a few live ones. There are many 
things to be grateful for in the 
world, and the fact that kangaroos 
are herbivores is among them. 
Forester kangaroos are enormous, 
built like heavyweight boxers with 
sharp talons that can tear a man to 
shreds like a used lottery ticket. I 
hand-feed one particularly friendly 
beast, and when he grabs hold of 
my arm with his claws, cuddly is 
the last description that comes to 
mind. Later that day I order a tasty 
kangaroo burger for lunch, just to 
reassure myself of my place on the 
food chain. 

Freycinet National Park, home 
of Wineglass Bay and striking red 
granite mountains, is the island’s 
natural highlight. Wineglass Bay 
got its name from the shape of the 
inlet—and from the fact that whal-
ers used to slaughter whales here, 
turning the colour of the water to 
Cabernet. But fortunately those 
days are long gone, replaced by a 

protected national park and mir-
ror-clear turquoise water buttress-
ing an empty white-sand beach. 

“This is why people come to 
Tasmania,” explains Matt. “You may 
have natural beauty like this on the 
mainland, but here we have it all to 
ourselves.”

We visit misty Cataract Gorge, 
outside Launceston, and the 

is that a  
tasmanian tiger? 

The thylacine was the largest carnivorous 

marsupial of modern times. It lived in 

Australia, Tasmania and New Guinea until 

farmers eradicated the species to extinction. 

Described as a large shorthaired dog with a 

hyena’s gait and tiger-like stripes on its back, 

this predator was mostly shy and avoided 

human contact. The last known Tasmanian 

tiger, as it was more commonly known, died at 

the Hobart Zoo in 1936. Yet there have been 

hundreds of unconfirmed sightings reported 

since. Huge rewards have been offered over 

the years for the physical evidence of its exis-

tence. Despite several claims and blurry pho-

tographs, the thylacine is considered extinct. 

If there are any tigers running about in the 

remote bush of northwest Tasmania, they’ve 

learned to stay well clear of any humans look-

ing for them. Keep your eyes peeled anyway, 

just in case. 

Painted Cliffs on the former prison 
colony of Maria Island. We then 
walk across a land bridge to a small 
island to spot local penguins. The 
tide comes in on the way back, 
and I find myself swimming in 
rough currents to the safety of the 
beach. As with the tiger snake that 
slithered across my path earlier 
in the day, the result could have 
been dangerous but was far more 

exhilarating. Tasmania is an easy 
choice for those seeking an alter-
native to the holiday meccas of 
Australia’s east coast. Should you 
need another excuse to add Tassie 
to your bucket list, you can confess, 
truthfully, that the devil made you 
do it. 

StArt here:  
globalbucketlist.com/tasmania
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Explore the  
Great Barrier Reef

aUStraLia

Although you may not actually be able to see the Great Wall  
  of China from space (see page 263), you can certainly see the  
     Great Barrier reef. At 2,300 kilometres, it is almost ten 

times longer than the next longest barrier reef, found in Belize. 
running up the east coast of Australia and covering an area of 
approximately 348,000 square kilometres, it shields the mainland 
with a wall of 2,900 reefs and 900 islands, home to more than 1,500 
species of fish, 400 species of hard coral, 4,000 species of mollusc 
and 240 species of birds. that’s a lot of creatures, and a lot of 
numbers, which is why i’ve flown down under to investigate the best 
way to chalk up one of earth’s natural wonders on the bucket list. 

We’ll start in Port Douglas, a 
winding drive up the coast from 
the gateway of Cairns. Affluent 
Port Douglas also serves as a hub 
for the Daintree National Park, 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site 
and the world’s oldest tropical 
rainforest. But I’ve arrived to board 
Quicksilver’s wave-piercing high-
speed catamaran to the outer reef. 
Operating 365 days a year, the full-
day excursion is one of the most 
popular activities in all of Australia. 
The catamaran deposits guests on 
a permanent pontoon, from where 
they can snorkel, dive, putter about 
in semi-submersible vessels, enter 
an underwater observation station, 
feast on a buffet and even take to 
the skies in a short helicopter ride. 

From above, I begin to grasp the 
size and staggering beauty of the 
reef. Crystal turquoise water barely 
conceals mounds of living coral as 
far as the eye can see. Back on the 
pontoon, I sign up for the Ocean 
Walker, a chance for non-swimmers 
to experience the reef Captain 
Nemo–style. With air piped in, a 
heavy fishbowl-like glass helmet is 
placed over my head. I walk down 
to an underwater platform, enjoying 
a wet-body, dry-face sensation as 
a diver feeds a monstrous Maori 
wrasse in front of me. All in, the 
outer pontoon is a grand day out for 
the whole family, though it can be 
quite busy, especially when a cruise 
ship is in town. Far more peaceful 
is the sea-kayak excursion I take 
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from the beach of my jungle escape, 
the lovely Thala Beach Lodge. 
The water is calm this early in the 
morning, and an overcast sky has 
coloured the turquoise seas silver. 
Sea turtles pop out of the water just 
metres from my paddle to see who’s 
visiting their turf. It’s been a pleas-
ant introduction to the reef; now it’s 
time to take it to the next level. 

Lizard Island is a true slice of 
paradise. A 45-minute charter flight 
from Cairns takes me to this bar-
rier reef island that consists of a 
protected national park, a five-star 
all-inclusive luxury resort and an 
important marine research station. 
It is also one of the best places to 
scuba dive on both the inner and 
outer reefs. Seemingly everyone 
who works here is young, tanned 
and fetching, from the staff at the 
resort to the international scientists 
studying how climate change is 
impacting the ecosystem. 

“They should rename the resort 
‘Perseverance,’ ” I suggest during 
an outstanding dinner of duck 
confit and lobster lasagne. Not 
too long ago, a cyclone had torn 
across the island, wrenching vege-
tation out at its roots and causing 
millions of dollars of damage. 
After extensive renovations at 

the resort and just one month 
away from its reopening, another 
cyclone came along and did just as 
much damage. After many more 
months of repair, the resort is now 
built to withstand a category 5 
cyclone. I suppose practise makes 

A Crayola Box  
of Coral

Living coral reefs form when there is warm 

water and lots of sunlight. Hard corals have 

a limestone skeleton and are named after 

how they look. Of the 350-plus known hard 

coral species on the Great Barrier Reef, look 

out for staghorn, plate, mushroom, brain and 

boulder corals. Soft corals lack a skeleton but 

are typically more colourful than hard corals. 

Snorkellers and divers may notice that the reef 

does not appear as bright as it typically looks 

on TV or in magazine pictures. This is because 

of light absorption in water, red and yellow 

being filtered out within the first few metres of 

the surface. Professional under water photo-

graphers use artificial lights to capture those 

famous, rainbow-coloured hues.

perfect, and in this case, the beau-
tifully designed 40-suite resort 
is among the finest I’ve stayed at 
anywhere. But as much as I enjoy 
snorkelling over giant clams off 
the talcum beach in front of my 
villa, I’m more excited to dive one 
of the reef’s best-known sites, the 
Cod Hole. No sooner am I in the 
water than hundreds of barracuda 
surround me. Minutes later, I’m 
gliding between technicoloured 
canyons of coral, chasing docile 
whitetip reef sharks. Luminous 
fish are everywhere. The diversity 
of the ecosystem is staggering. 

Before I bid farewell to the liz-
ards that inspired Captain Cook 
to name the island, international 
scientists at the nearby research 
station give guests a tour to 
explain their field experiments, 
all designed to conserve the reef 
and measure the impact of human 
behaviour. Ocean acidification, pol-
lution and increasing temperatures 
leave no doubt that the Great Bar-
rier Reef is under threat. Passionate 
about even the most minute of 
plankton, the strapping researchers 
and marine biologists are working 
hard to save the oceans, and they 
just might do it too. 

Seair’s 12-seater C208 is flying 

low enough that I can see herds of 
dugongs grazing on underwater 
seagrass below. I had departed the 
surf mecca of Gold Coast early 
that morning for the 2-hour, low- 
altitude flight to Lady Elliot Island. 
A small coral island located at the 
southern tip of the Great Barrier 
Reef, it’s famous for its breeding 
turtles and manta rays. The eco- 
resort on the island is renowned 
for its clear waters, snorkelling and 
diving. Owned and operated by 
the Australian government, it is 
a more rustic and family-friendly 
affair than what I found on Lizard 
Island. Think less champagne 
and more beer. The beach cabins 
are just steps away from the coral. 
Greeting visitors is the chirpy 
white-capped noddy, along with 
barking bridled terns and cheeky 
buff-banded rails pecking for scraps 
on the dining patios. Within an 
hour, I’m snorkelling in the lagoon 
among Picasso triggerfish, yellow 
trumpet fish, steephead parrotfish 
and mimic  leatherjacket—a fish 
that looks as strange as it sounds. 
A few hours later, I’m 18 metres 
below the surface, swimming 
through tunnels of coral, trying 
to keep my breath steady in the 
presence of graceful manta rays, 
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curious hawksbill turtles and 
ghostly  blacktip reef sharks. Some 
guests are  experiencing the same 
on a “discovery dive,” which most 
resorts offer to guests interested 
in diving but not committed to the 
certification . . . yet. 

“That was . . . I didn’t know it 
could be like that!” exclaims a guy 

from Sweden, seduced by the magic 
of the Great Barrier Reef. Now you 
know too. Experiencing this marine 
marvel—above water or below, in 
luxury or on a budget—is a sizeable 
drop in our bucket list ocean. 

StArt here:  
globalbucketlist.com/barrierreef 

Climb out of
Your Tree 

aUStraLia

thin metal rods poke out of the Dave evans Bicentennial tree, 
spiralling up toward a wooden platform, seventy-five metres in 
the Western Australia sky. these karri trees are among the tallest 

hardwoods in the world, and this particular tree, sitting inside Warren 
National park, is the tallest in the forest. Climb 130 erratically staggered 
thin black rods, thrusting yourself between ever-widening gaps while 
your knees become as wobbly as a Central African government. Just 
when you’re pickled with fear, you’ll see a sign that reads, “that was 
the easy bit, mate!” the climb to the lookout takes about an hour and is 
far scarier than any tree you ever tackled in your childhood. there isn’t 
even an official around to call an ambulance should you drop out the sky. 
Although if there was, he’d probably just say, “it’s just a tree, mate! in 
Australia, we have spiders bigger than this.” 

StArt here:  
globalbucketlist.com/cookislandsAFFIR
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Explore an Ancient 
Burial Cave

COOK iSLanDS

it’s not the darkness. it’s not the tight squeezes. it’s not the sharp 
rock, the dampness or the fact that i’m so far off-grid. No, it’s 
the fact that each nudge forward reveals more and more bones, 

scattered and broken and unmistakably human. Some skulls are 
missing jawbones, others have huge cracks where a weapon made 
impact. Whoever these people were, their deaths were certainly 
violent, and their bones do not rest in peace. 

The burial cave of Rimarua is 
found on the island of Atiu in the 
Cook Islands—a postcard-perfect 
island paradise in the South Pacific 
typically associated with honey-
moons, hammocks and dreamy 
turquoise water. The Cooks, as they 
are affectionately known, consist of 
15 islands in an area of ocean cover-
ing a staggering 1.8 million square 
kilometres. Traffic on the main 
island of Rarotonga follows two 
circular roads: an inner ring and an 
outer ring. To go one way, take the 
Clockwise Bus, to go another, take 
the Anti-clockwise Bus. Better yet, 

hire a scooter, which you can ride 
without a helmet, to feel the warm 
sea breeze in your hair. I appreci-
ate the value of helmets. My own 
helmet cracked in the scooter acci-
dent that started my global journey. 
But I appreciate that sometimes 
we need personal freedom, space, 
beauty, adventure and everything 
else that is the antithesis of a 
choking urban centre. If the city’s 
getting you down, take two weeks 
in the Cooks and you won’t need to 
call anyone in the morning. 

There is not a single glitzy 
resort chain in the country. With 
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