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Growing up on Tasmania’s remote 
north-west coast, Jules Harnett 
would spend hours gazing out her 
bedroom window at the clear night 
skies, mesmerised by the beauty of the 

stars. Little did she know then that this youthful 
curiosity would one day see her pursue a career as 
an astrophysicist, allowing her to travel the world 
and make several pioneering discoveries along 
the way.

Back in the 1950s, living on a chicken farm and 
going to the local primary school in Penguin, such 
a future would have seemed as out of reach as the 
stars she so often observed. 

“Girls in that day and age weren’t supposed to do 
science; you were supposed to be a hairdresser, 
nurse or teacher,” Jules says. “My dad had been a 
teacher, so I went off and became a teacher, too.”

Jules taught primary school for several years, 
but in the 1970s, when Gough Whitlam’s Labor 
government abolished university fees, she decided 
to pursue her true calling: astronomy. “I thought, 
I have to try this, because I’d always dreamed of 
it,” she says. “My dad had always dreamed of doing 
things and he hadn’t had the chance.”

Starting out at Macquarie University, Jules earned 
honours as an undergraduate, then completed a 
PhD at the University of Sydney, where she was 
one of only two women in the astronomy faculty. 
She later accepted a postdoctoral position at the 
Effelsberg Radio Telescope in Bonn, Germany, 
where she worked for two years. “I’m essentially a 
radio astronomer. A bit like Parkes,” she says. 

Following appointments at some of the finest 
scientific institutions in the world, including NASA, 
a chance encounter with an old friend led Jules 
on a year-long expedition to Antarctica with the 
Harvard-Smithsonian Centre for Astrophysics. 

“Somebody had dropped out and they were looking 
for someone to go the next year, so I went,” she 
says. “I was very lucky.”

Stationed with about 50 people, Jules became 
the first Australian woman to winterover at the 
geographic South Pole, where she contended with 
extreme cold, high altitudes that made breathing 
difficult and the imminent threat of power outage. 

“It was the most amazing year of my life,” she 
says. “The friends I made became like a family, 
because you’re stuck there, and you look after 
each other. Even all these years later, we’re 
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all still in touch because we had that amazing 
experience together.”

The astronomy component was equally 
stimulating, Jules says, explaining that her  
research focused on baby stars – “we were   
looking at them to see how they start up and 
shine” – and confirming the existence of a black 
hole at the centre of the galaxy.

After Antarctica, Jules moved to West Virginia 
in the United States, where she spent four years 
assessing and scheduling observation proposals 
for the Green Bank Telescope. This was yet 
another remote posting; in the wooded hills 
of the National Radio Quiet Zone, where use of 
mobile devices, Wi-Fi and even microwaves is 
heavily restricted by law.

Returning to Australia in 2010, it wasn’t long 
before she and her partner of 40 years moved 
from their Manly home to Australian Unity’s 
Willandra Village and Bungalows in Cromer, 
New South Wales. 

“My partner has rheumatoid arthritis, and it’s 
good to have a supportive place to be,” she says, 
adding that while they live in their own unit, they 
receive weekly cleaning assistance and soon plan 
to access gardening services. 

“We originally came here because they let you 
have pets and there’s very nice bushland where 
you can walk your dog.”

When she’s not exploring the local area or singing 
in the Willandra Village choir, Jules enjoys 
long-distance swimming, cycling and tai chi 

– the latter inspired by her former love of judo, 
which in her university days saw her train with 
Olympians and earn her black belt. 

She’s similarly committed to her work: 
volunteering at the University of Sydney; 
continuing research with colleagues from the 
South Pole trip; and writing, having published an 
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account of her time in Antarctica, Diamond Dust, in 
2018. “I think I wrote it for my parents more than 
anything else,” Jules says. “They gave me all I had 
and always encouraged me.”

Jules also returns to her hometown each year in 
August for TastroFest – Tasmania’s Astronomy 
Festival – as a guest speaker and volunteer. 

“They’re doing marvellous things for science 
in Tasmania,” she says of the organisers, who 
launched the event in 2015. “It’s always been a  
great pleasure to be involved and to give back to  
the community where I grew up.”

It’s a gathering of both educated and curious minds 
that she hopes will inspire the next generation of 
astronomers who, like herself, simply want to learn 
more about the night skies. 

“There are so many schoolchildren getting involved,” 
she says of the festivities. “It’s such a wonderful 
thing to see.” ●


