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Walkabout
Macdonald soon became disillusioned with his technical job, 
reached for his memory of the wilderness, and undertook the 
venerable Australian tradition of walkabout. His wandering took 
him across North America, Europe, and Africa. Once, he hitch-
hiked from London to Istanbul.

As his travels exposed him to vast swaths of the earth’s ter-
rain, he found himself increasingly motivated by a fierce, 
protective love of the natural world. He saw increasing environ-
mental destruction during his travels and became a dedicated 
environmental activist. Eventually, he decided, “the only way to 
get people to appreciate these wild places is to become a guide 
and take them out there.” He began his accreditation process to 
become a wilderness guide, but when a back injury temporarily 
stopped him, Macdonald decided to take a few days and go on 
a bushwalk. His destination was Hinchinbrook Island, an unin-
habited island off the coast of North Queensland.

Trapped
Macdonald’s life would be forever altered by the trip. On his way 
toward the island’s highest peak, Macdonald met another solo 
traveler, Geert Van Keulen of the Netherlands. They decided to 
trek together, and by evening found themselves, as Macdonald 
puts it, “geographically embarrassed”—lost. They made camp, 
and just before turning in, Macdonald left camp to relieve himself 

and attempted to climb a 12-ft. rock face. Partway up, a one-ton 
boulder came loose under him, knocking him to the earth and 
pinning his legs. Van Keulen heard his screams, found him, and 
spent the next four hours attempting to use small trees to lever off 
the rock. Every tree broke. In the morning, the already lost Van 
Keulen began a desperate 36-hour trek back toward the once-daily 
ferry, leaving Macdonald alone.

The pain, Macdonald says, was indescribable. Soon, it began 
to rain, and cold water started rising around his hips. He slipped 
in and out of consciousness, thinking something had happened 
to Van Keulen. 

Somehow, Van Keulen found his way back to the ferry in 
time and recruited a medical helicopter to search above the 
dense Hinchinbrook forest. Miraculously, Van Keulen spotted 
Macdonald’s arm from the helicopter. By the time they landed, 
Macdonald had been alone for 45 hours.

It took the rescuers two and a half hours with a hydraulic 
jack, crowbars, and wooden blocks to lift the boulder off Mac-
donald. He was airlifted to the nearest hospital, where both his 
legs were amputated above mid-thigh. 

Recovery
Before his rehabilitation, Macdonald says, “I’d already figured out 
that you can create a life for yourself. The accident sealed the deal 
and took it to a whole new level.” Macdonald decided he needed 
“a completely new body awareness,” he says, and started practicing 
yoga, to the puzzlement of his therapists. This choice, to seek clar-
ity and redefine the parameters of his situation, became a central 
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