
EXPLORE ROTTNEST ISLAND

A tale of Chris and his son, Tom’s experiences from their visit to 
Rottnest Island in Western Australia

WORDS CHRIS PARRY
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MY LAST STORY FOR JUST URBANE  

featured lots of photos of the blue waters off 
the coast of Perth, Western Australia, and 
mentioned one of my favourite islands in the 
world – Rottnest Island. So, let’s make this 

part II of my description for this fantastic part of the Western 
Australian coastline that looks out at the ocean (Indian Ocean) 
named after your country.

Now, I can guarantee that if you spend a day or two 
in Western Australia, especially on Rottnest Island, you 
will become a real fan of this unique place. You will also 
be allowed to call this island by its local name – Rotto. 
That’s not entirely true! While Western Australians refer to 
the island as ‘Rotto’, there is another name that I’d like to 
introduce you to – Wadjemup.

The Aboriginal people of Australia are the world’s oldest 
civilisation. The names we give our environment were already 
given by the people who lived in Australia for over 75,000 
years! Rottnest was named by a Dutch explorer, Willem de 
Vlamingh, in 1696 as a description of the strange little animal 
that lives on the island. Rottnest translates from Dutch to 
English as ‘Rat’s Nest’ but more on that later. Wadjemup is a 
very spiritual place to the local Aboriginals and is the actual 
name of the island.

Speaking of names, I would like to introduce you to Tom. 
He is my ten-year-old son and has become one of my favourite 
travel buddies, including international adventures, to tick 
off his bucket list items to Disneyland and Legoland. One of 
the most amazing adventures for any man is to become a 
father. I’ve climbed mountains and volcanoes, trekked remote 
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jungles, raced cars, sailed tall ships, jumped out of aeroplanes, 
swum with sharks, and I’ve even witnessed Just Urbane’s 
Features Writer sing in the heart of Kuala Lumpur. Even then, 
when I became a father, I began the most excellent adventure 
of them all.

Arriving early morning on the Swan River foreshore in 
the heart of Perth, Tom and I readied ourselves to board 
Perth’s newest transport option, a seaplane. Most travellers 
to the island board one of the fast ferries that quickly travel 
across the 22 kilometres of ocean. Swan River Seaplanes 
provide the opportunity to get to Wadjemup in not much 
more than a heartbeat. It also gives a view of the city and the 
brilliant white, sandy coastline that stretches as far as you 
can see both north and south of the city.

It’s Tom’s first time in a seaplane, and as we bump our way 
off the waves and into the air above Perth, I watch my young 
boy look at the instruments in the cockpit with amazement in 
his eyes. He noticed the tiniest details – the propeller spinning 
insanely outside the cockpit window and the world beneath 
him. What a great way to start our shared adventure! While we 

take off on water, we land on the airstrip at Wadjemup because 
there’s no room around the island to land the seaplane. With 
coral reefs ringing the island and boats that have travelled from 
the mainland occupying most of the 20 bays and coves of the 
island, the airstrip is a much safer option.

As we hop on the bus from the airstrip that will take us to 
the main settlement, Tom is ready to begin his first challenge, 
and it’s at this point that I wish to remind you of the original 
Dutch name for the island – Rottnest – and what that translation 
means. The challenge for Tom and I is to be the first ones to spot 
the world’s happiest animal. How the Dutch could ever mistake 
it for a rat is anyone’s guess because the quokka is definitely 
the most gorgeously happy and friendly animal you could 
ever meet in the wild. While the quokka is seen in a few small 
family groups in heavily forested areas of Western Australia, 
Wadjemup is the iconic home to this unique animal.

For some years now, celebrities from across the world have 
made the quokka famous with quokka selfies posted on their 
social media platforms, one of them being tennis star Roger 
Federer. With Team India coming to Australia towards the end 
of the year for the Test series, I wonder if I can take King Kohli 
to Wadjemup for his quokka selfie!

Tom spots his first quokka and wins my prize – a famous 
cream bun at the bakery later in the day. Well, it was more 
like I told him and he spotted it, but let’s keep this between  
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ourselves. Wadjemup is also home to 17 species of lizard and 
two species of sun-loving snakes that often bask on the paths 
and should be avoided as you cycle past them. One species, 
the dugite, is poisonous and described as ‘timid and non-
aggressive’ but I wouldn’t test that description by riding over 
its tail with my bike.

Throughout the day, Tom and I make our way around the 
island, climbing the Wadjemup Lighthouse that was built 
in 1849 – one of Australia’s first stone lighthouses used to 
guide shipping safely to the nearby port of Fremantle. We 
then meet quokkas and watch seals basking in the sun which 
quite frankly looked a little too much like me. We met fish 
underneath the waves as we snorkel in one of the best places 
to swim in all of Australia – the Basin. It is a well-protected and 
sheltered cove that is full of fish who must think that the Basin 
is full of humans.

Towards the end of the day, we walk through the main 
settlement with its old cottages that are the island’s holiday 
accommodation, and we stop at the bakery for our well-
deserved treats before catching a ferry back to Perth. As we sit 
in the shade of a big Moreton Bay Fig tree, I ask Tom about his 
adventure on an island that you can see on the azure horizon 
from Perth. I ask him if the seaplane, the quokkas, the beaches 
and the snorkelling have been good to experience. Like any ten-
year-old boy, his response is typical and memorable. He says, 
“Not as good as this cream bun.” Looking at the cream and jam 
over his smiling face, I know our adventure is complete.

ESCAPE PLAN
COVID-19: Western Australia has recently announced further 
restrictions to international flights arriving in the state. Any 
arriving travellers are currently required to isolate for 14 
days and test for Covid-19. Check the Western Australian 
Government website in this Escape Plan if you’re planning to 
travel to Western Australia.

GETTING HERE: Once travel restrictions are removed, there 
will be regular flights to Perth via Kuala Lumpur and maybe 
some direct flights to Perth too! 

STAYING HERE: Wadjemup has many accommodation 
styles that can be found on the website mentioned! Note 
that while I promote the Aboriginal name, Wadjemup, any 
searches for transport, accommodation and experiences 
on the island should probably use ‘Rottnest’ in your search 
engine. For a luxurious experience on the island, try the Island 
Couples Retreat Cottages on Longreach Bay.

WHILE YOU’RE HERE: Wadjemup Island is a world-class 
attraction just off the coast of Perth. While you’re in Perth, 
make sure that you go to the cricket or Aussie Rules football 
at our world-class stadium, Optus Stadium, and visit Kings 
Park as well. It is one of the world’s largest inner-city parks and 
home to amazing wildflower displays in September. 

More Information:
www.wa.gov.au
www.rottnestisland.com
www.swanriverseaplanes.com.au
www.westernaustralia.com
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