Tasmanian Devils  by  Colin Knight
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Any volunteers for diving in 16 degrees C? Too cold? Think again. I went diving with Bicheno Dive Centre in Tasmania (Australia), in early April and had a great time. Sue and I made a 9 day tour of Tasmania as a break from visiting family in Sydney. Tasmania rivals South Island New Zealand as a laid back, unspoilt scenic wonder - one of the great secrets of the Southern Hemisphere. We landed in Launceston in the north. Our package was prebooked out of Sydney, with hire car and motel/guest house accommodations. We saw the main tourist spots on the east side of the island (its Tuesday, it must be Richmond!). No time for the wilderness areas in the west. 

Launceston is a lovely city set at the head of a sea inlet. It has a wonderful gorge, with great walks both sides (one is a hill climb along  well marked track for the high views, the other is flat tarmac path giving a more intimate look at the bottom of the gorge). A chair lift can take you across the gorge. We left Launceston and headed for Ross, a picturesque nineteenth century town. Have breakfast at the Ross Bakery Inn – the fruit turnovers fresh out of the old wood fired oven are exquisite. 

Then we headed for the east coast, and one of the highlights of our trip - Bicheno. This was a whaling town. The coast is magnificent. We recommend a new 3 unit ‘Motel’, each unit having a veranda with an exceptional coastal view. This family accommodation is spacious and self contained with washing machine and full kitchen including microwave. Prices from $A70/night. Contact the owner: David Williams, Bicheno Berries, Tasman Highway, Bicheno 7215, Tasmania Tel: (61) 3 6375 1481, Fax: (61) 3 6375 1554. He invited us to pick delicious tomatoes for our meals, and we overdosed on some of the tastiest we have ever eaten.
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Bicheno has a great dive center. The morning deep dive is the best - 100 feet to a carpet of sponges, with kelp drifting back and forth on the rocks and creatures we don't see round here – long nosed boarfish, bearded rock cod, northern rock lobster, jeweled anemones and sea spiders to name a few. Sea spiders are a rarely seen yellow arthropod about 1cm across, and live among the kelp stems. I only saw them because the guide pointed them out. Bicheno Dive Centre provides full equipment, including a 7mm wet suit with hood. I did not feel cold, at 16-18 deg C.  The water had 30/40 feet visibility with little current.  You dive around rock towers.  The dive operation is fairly laid back, but safe. They expect you to know what you are doing. An instructor accompanied the group of 8 divers, and everyone was well behaved. He asked for a signal when we were down to 100 bar (1500 psi), but non-one gave it so I guess it was an experienced group.  My only regret was not having a camera with me – to be rectified next time!  After the dive you can visit the Sea Life Centre (with integral sea food restaurant!) to identify some of the marine life. Ever seen a 20 kilo crab? The Tasman crab is huge, with pincers that could enclose your body!

The Penguin Tour is a must at Bicheno. Fairy Penguins are the smallest penguins in the world at about 12 inches  tall and seem to be quite common in South Australia (in New Zealand they are called Blue Penguins).  For $A12  (SR30) you can join a guided tour of the protected rookery.  Ten years ago there were 30 penguins. The colony is now 600 strong. The one hour tour is limited to 12 people. Book at the Information Centre. The minibus leaves at sunset. At the rookery you go in single file, following the guide. No camera flashes or lights are allowed. The penguins come into the rookery at nightfall after fishing all day. The guide uses a dimmed light to show you clusters of penguins coming into the rookery from the sea shore along well marked paths. The penguins are used to groups of tourists so are not unduly bothered. We saw a pair in a nest box. The tour fees pay for the maintenance of the rookery, so you feel your visit is benefiting the birds, apart from being a delightful experience. 
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From Bicheno we toured along empty roads to Richmond, billed as Australia’s best preserved 19th century town. This town deserves its reputation, and should not be missed. Our accommodation was amazing. A couple built their own Bavarian style farmhouse castle seven years ago.  It is set in its own orchards, with lovely views. Ponies, sheep and hens add interest. The night sky  was the clearest we have seen anywhere – the milky way was incredible. Contact: Hatcher’s Richmond Manor, 73 Prossers Road, Richmond, Tasmania 7025.  Tel: (61) 3 6260 2622. We had our evening meal at the Richmond Food and Wine Centre – mmm.  See the model village – it shows Hobart as it was in the early nineteenth century. 

Our last few days were spent at Hobart. Not a particularly attractive city – typical urban sprawl. The dockside area has interesting shops and bistros and an excellent Antarctic Centre. A  day trip to the Huon Valley area was fun – picturesque estuarine scenery. We visited the Tasman Peninsula for one day. It deserves several. It is 90 minutes hours drive from Hobart. Port Arthur is the popular attraction there – you may remember the tragic massacre there in 1996. The Port Arthur penal settlement takes at least a day – the ticket is valid for 2 days. The Tasman peninsula has many beautiful coastal sites. 

I recommend  divers stay around Eaglehawk Neck, which is on the way into the peninsula. The dive operation was recommended to me by a couple of divers in Sydney. They have an impressive web site with great sounding dives: http://www.southcom.com.au/~eaglehawk/index.html.  Unfortunately a  US fleet was in Hobart on the way to Hawaii, and all the dive slots were booked when I was there.
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Another attraction near Port Arthur is the Devil Park which is run as a sanctuary for injured creatures. It is very interesting and recommended. They have Tasmanian Devils screaming at each other – ferocious little fellas – no wonder they are named devils with their wild screams echoing through the night. Also, two species of  quolls (marsupial cats) – and many species of wallabies, kangeroos and birds. The Park also manages the Tiger Snake farm – want to see 1000 deadly snakes? 

We spent quite a lot of our holiday around the Northern Beaches of Sydney. We visited the Imax cinema at Darling Harbour several times. They have the largest screen in the world, an ideal backdrop for “Search for the Great Sharks” - a must for divers. The famous Sydney aquarium is next door. We can recommend a unique Bavarian style guest house in a prime site by the harbour  at Manly (Sydney): The Periwinkle, Manly Cove. 18-19 East Esplanade, Manly, New South Wales 2095.  Tel: (61) 2 9977 4668, Fax: (61) 2 9977 6308.

The past few trips we have been to Cairns and  Perth and toured from Sydney to Canberra, Jervis Bay, Thredbo (ski area), and the Blue Mountains. If you are thinking about heading down that way, give us a call and we will be happy to discuss our experiences. We plan to go back in 2001.
3

