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DESTINATION ¢ LORD HOWE ISLAND

ower Wilson calls out to his

dairy queens by name,

each cow dutifully milling

in forherturn. He

positionsthe bucket

underneath herudderand
slowly and methodically pinches and
pulls, the fresh milk hittingthe
bucket inrhythmical tones. Every
day, locals placeempty glass milk
bottles on Gower's fence, witha $2
coln, for him to refill and return.

“T've been milking cows since I was
fiveyearsold,” hetells me, thesmall
crinkles around his eyes belying his
78 years. Gower grew up on Lord
Howe's rolling green hills, one ofthe
three or four landowning families.
Asked about change, he says, “I've
seen it change with TVsand
telephones and electricity before
that. But I was pretty young then.”

Electricity aside, Lord Howe Island
has managed tostay in a blissful time
warp - free of mobile phone service,
seatbelt lawsand shoesat the primary
school. It might have something to do
with the fact it was pretty muchthe
last island on Earth tobe discovered.

Somehow, this nature nirvana
remained hidden inthe vast expanse
of the Pacific Ocean until 1788 when it
wasspotted by Lieutenant Henry
Lidgbird Ball, sailing First Fleet ship
Supply from Sydney to Norfolk Island.
Nosign of human contact prior has
everbeen found.

I'd read muchabout the Island - the
place Sir David Attenborough
famously declared was, “so
extraordinary it isalmost
unbelievable” - but after flying for
two hours from Brisbane over the
deepblue, the iridescent coral-strewn
lagoon beamed up at meas welanded
at the foot of primordial peaks, Mt
Gower and Mt Lidgbird, and [ was
rendered speechless.

THE SIMPLE LIFE
“Oh, youdon't need yourseatbelt
here,” local tourism representative,
Tenellle Meechan saysas
instinctively grabat the air near my
left shoulder. Never mind the dual cab
ute I'm sitting in belongs tothe
island’s only policeman.
“Youdoneed toweara helmet
when riding, though,” she adds.
That’s Lord Howe. You don't get
room keyswhen you check In because
noone locks their doors. Keys dangle
from the ignition of parked cars. And
ifyourbike Isn't where you left it, rest
assured, it willshowup.
With a resident population of 350
and amaximum of 400 visitors at one
time, Lord Howe islikea floating
country town. Aspeed limit of
25km/his behind the lackof seatbelts,
and bicycle racks are scattered over
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DESTINATION ¢ LORD HOWE ISLAND

YOU DON'T GET
ROOM KEYS WHEN
YOU CHECK IN
BECAUSE NO ONE
LOCKS THEIR DOORS

theisland for those travellingat their
ownspeed. But perhapsit’s thelack
of connectivity that really helps
visitors slow down.

*Thad an experience, in my firstor
second year here, whenalady came
up to meinanabsolute fritzasking
whereshe could get mobile
reception,” Senior Constable Simon
Meehan tells me over coffeeat The
Anchorage one morning. “Ijust
laughed andsaid, ‘700km west". You
could almost see her brain explode!

“Twodays later it was like she was
someone out of Nimbin; the hairwas
down, she was ina long flowing dress.
Now, this is her place whereshe goes
to get away from the world.”

AMICROCOSM OF PARADISE
Onmy first morning, a lone swimmer
slices the barely ruffled lagoon.
Whiteterns danceoverhead asI
wander past kayakslinedup inthe
grass; towering Norfolk pines frame
theboat sheds whereImeet Anthony
from Marine Adventures. A fifth-
generation islander, Anthony knows
this lagooninside and out and this
morning we're off to spot turtles.
Lord Howe's human story has been
aslowevolution but its environment
reacts and changes withina liferime.
Before the runway was built in the
late70s, flying boatsused to deliver
visitors to Lord Howe Island, taking
off from Rose Bay in Sydney.
Glamorous though they werewith
oversized seats and three-course
mealsserved on fine china, they
weren't very kind to the lagoon.
Intherelativelyshort timesince,
coral and seagrass have regrown, and
theturtle population is increasing
every year. We lose count of the
number of greenand hawksbill
turtles we glide over in our glass-
bottom boat before playing hide and
seck with surge wrasse and striped
catfishsnorkelling a shipwreck.

HIKING INTO THE CLOUDS

Jack Shick walks ahead of me, leading
oneof Australia’s most landed and
challenging day hikes. He'sa laconic
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bloke. Fit and wiry, wearing a T-shirt
that says, “Iclimbed Mt Gower and
survived”. And sandals.

Tobe fair, he replaces them with
shoes todemonstrate his palm-
climbing technique —askill he picked
up from his father whoearnt his living
inthedays ofkentia palmexports.

‘With astrapof canvas looped
around his feet, heshinnies up the
trunk and back faster than you can
say cooee. “Bitofspit in your hands,
boys, that'sthe trick,” Jack nodstothe
twoyoungest of our climbing crew.

‘While there are walking trails
everywhere, all with gobsmacking
vistas, the thigh-burning full-day hike
tothe summit of Mt Gower sits atop
many bucket lists. Jack's been guiding
climbs for 26 years and has clocked up
more than 2027 trips tothe top.

“Idon’'t think I'll hit 3000 somehow,
that’sanother 15years of work,” he
tells me. “T'd liketo beretired.”

‘The mountains here almost have
theirown weather system and today

LITTLE ISLAND TRACK

landscapes and a simpler way of life; walking trails are everywhere, all with gobsmacking vistas.

palm trees and crashing surf, By the
time we reach The Saddle - our 500m
mark-Jack’s barefoot.

Soon, we'reswaddled by the cool,
damp airofthecloud forest. “It'sa
pretty special forest; lots of endemic
specles you won't find anywhere else
but on MtGower,” Jack says. As we
walk, he pointsout the mountain
rose, which bursts with red blossoms
at Christmas time, blue plums,
mountain apples and hot barktrees.

But it'swhen Jackcups his hands
and performsawarblingcall, and a
trusting providence petrel comes
thuddingat his feet, that we're given
even more privileged proof of Lord
Howe's magic. Soon, up to 40,000 of
this dark grey beauty’s mates will fly
in from their massive migration from
Siberia, to breed here.

Oncethey leave, Jacksays, “they
don’t touch landuntil they come back
again. Theyjust feed off theocean.”

AN OPEN (TEXT) BOOK

‘we're battered by wind, clutchin

This d pocketofthe planet

guide ropesas welook downonto

offers upsuch an intense hit of

nature, “It'slike living in a David
Artenborough documentary,” says
lan Hutton, naturalist and curator of
theexcellent Lord Howe Island
‘museum (lhimuseum.com).

Iancametotheisland forwhat he
thought would be two years for work
and neverleft. The qualified plant
ecologist hassince started Friends of
Lord Howe Island - leading more
than 83 weeding eco tours. He's also
written more than 20 books, leads
weekly reefwalks and delivers five
lectures on the island every week.
He'saliving, breathing encyclopedia
of LordHowe.

On my final morning, my host,
Sharon, pops overto let me know my
flight iIsunningtoschedule, after bad
weather caused cancellations thetwo
previous days, and I feela rush of
disappointment. Like Lord Howe's
endemic,endangered flightless wood
hens, my feet could very well become
rooted here.

THE WRITER WAS A GUEST OF LORD HOWE
ISLAND TOURISM

LORD HOWE
ISLAND

GETTING THERE
Qantas flies direct toLord Howe
Island from Sydney and Brisbane

(Saturdaysonly) but brace yourself
forlong-haul prices due tolimited
seat availability and weather-
dependent cancellations. It paysto
investin travelinsurance.
gantas.com

STAYING THERE
Everything - from the freshly
ground coffee right down tothe
hand soap-at Waimarie
Apartments comes withastory
and the personal touch of owner.
fifth-generation Lord Howe
Islander Sharon van Gelderen.
From $320 anight.
waimarnielordhoweisland.com.au
Go all-inclusive at Argjilla Retreat
near Old Settlement Beach. Asa
fellow diner tells me: “it'slike being
onacruiseshipbut on land;
everyoneis so friendly” Leave time
for an ayurvedicmassagein the spa.
Rooms from $750 a person a night.
argjilla.com.au

DOING THERE
JoinAnthony for Marine
‘Adventures’ 3¥a-hour glass-bottom
boat tour to North Bay, including
turtlespottingin the North
Passage. snorkelling. guided
seabird walk. and a walk to the top
of MtEliza, for $70aperson.
marineadventures.com.au
Peter from Islander Cruises has
lived on Lord Howe for 24 yearsbut
tosome locals, he'sstill, “from
Sydney™. Join his snorkelling tour to
the lagoon's southern sanctuary
zone($60pp)or try a guided
Aquascooter tour (varying prices
forshore, lagoon and offshore
tours). islandercruises.com.au
Jack Shick from Sea to Summit
Expeditions offers twice-weekly
guided walks to the top of
Mt Gower for $100 a person.
lordhoweislandtours.net

MORE
lordhoweisland.info
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