

[image: Front Cover]





[image: Lonely Planet Logo]


Australia


[image: Map]






[image: How To Use This eBook]






Contents


Plan Your Trip


The Journey Begins Here

Australia Map

Our Picks

Regions & Cities

Itineraries

When to Go

Get Prepared

How to Speak Strayan

How to Spot Native Wildlife

Indigenous Australia

Visiting the Great Barrier Reef

The Food Scene

The Outdoors





The Guide


Sydney & Surrounds

Circular Quay & the Rocks

City Centre

Darling Harbour & Haymarket

Kings Cross, Potts Point & Woolloomooloo

Darlinghurst, Surry Hills & Paddington

Bondi & the Eastern Beaches

Newtown & the Inner West

North Shore

Manly & the Northern Beaches

Blue Mountains

Royal National Park

North Coast New South Wales

Central Coast

Newcastle

Lord Howe & Norfolk Islands

Coffs Harbour & the Mid-North Coast

Byron Bay & the Far North Coast

South Coast New South Wales

Southern Highlands

Wollongong

Batemans Bay

Merimbula & Pambula

Canberra & Country New South Wales

Canberra

Snowy Mountains

Wagga Wagga

Orange

New England

Broken Hill & Silverton

Southeast Queensland & the Fraser Coast

Brisbane

Surfers Paradise & the Gold Coast

Gold Coast Hinterland

Noosa & the Sunshine Coast

Hervey Bay & the Fraser Coast

Central & Tropical North Queensland

Bundaberg

Rockhampton & the Capricorn Coast

Airlie Beach & the Whitsundays

Townsville & Magnetic Island

Mission Beach

Cairns

Atherton Tablelands

The Daintree & Cape Tribulation

Cooktown & Cape York

Torres Strait Islands

Gulf Savannah

Outback Queensland

Melbourne & Surrounds

City Centre

Carlton & the Inner North

St Kilda & the Southern Suburbs

Abbotsford & the Eastern Suburbs

Williamstown & the Western Suburbs

Dandenongs & Yarra Ranges

Yarra Valley

Mornington Peninsula

Phillip Island

Greater Victoria

Torquay

Great Ocean Road

Wilsons Promontory

Bendigo

Ballarat

Daylesford & Hepburn Springs

The Grampians

Bright

The Murray

Tasmania

Hobart

The South

East Coast

Launceston

Cradle & takayna/Tarkine

Wild Rivers, Lakes & Midlands

Adelaide & South Australia

Adelaide

Adelaide Hills

Fleurieu Peninsula

Kangaroo Island

Barossa Valley

Clare Valley

Mount Gambier

Yorke Peninsula

Port Lincoln

Flinders Ranges

Coober Pedy

The Riverland & the Murraylands

Darwin & the Northern Territory

Darwin

Litchfield National Park

Kakadu National Park

Arnhem Land

Katherine & Nitmiluk National Park

Alice Springs

West MacDonnell Ranges

Kings Canyon

Uluru & Kata Tjuta National Park

Rainbow Valley Conservation Reserve

Devil’s Marbles

Perth & Surrounds

Central Perth

Fremantle (Walyaup)

Rottnest Island

Swan Valley

The Pinnacles & Beyond

Mandurah & Rockingham

Greater Western Australia

Margaret River Region

Bunbury (Goomburrup) & Around

Southern Forests

Albany (Kinjarling) & Around

Fitzgerald Biosphere Coast & Around

Kalgoorlie-Boulder & Around

Geraldton & the Kalbarri Coast

Shark Bay & Monkey Mia

Ningaloo Reef

Karijini National Park

Pilbara Coast

Broome

The Kimberley

Purnululu National Park





Toolkit


Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe  Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+  Travellers

Accessible Travel

Visiting the Outback

Nuts & Bolts





Storybook


A History of Austrlia in 15 Places

Meet the Australians

Multicultural Australia: What Does the Country Look Like Today?

Footy: More than a Game

Australia’s Big Love for Big Things

If These Walls Could Talk: Aussie Pubs

The First Foods

The Chequered Past of Australian Women

A Great Australian Bite: Country Bakeries

This Book





Acknowledgement of Country

Lonely Planet would like to acknowledge all First Nations people throughout this country, who have nurtured and maintained the land since time immemorial. This guide was written on, and is written about, the lands of many diverse nations. We recognise the unique and ongoing connection that Aboriginal peoples have to land and waters and thank them for their efforts to preserve them. We pay our respects to Elders past and present and extend this respect to any Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people who may be reading this guide. We also recognise the ongoing efforts of Aboriginal peoples for reconciliation, justice, and social, cultural and economic self-determination. Sovereignty was never ceded. Australia always was, and always will be, Aboriginal land.

Cultural Sensitivity Warning

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers are advised that this guide may contain names and images of people who have since passed away.







AUSTRALIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Cape Byron lighthouse | LUIS CRISTOFORI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

They say we don’t truly appreciate what we have until it’s gone, and indeed it took a seven-year stint living overseas for me to fully embrace what an incredible corner of the world I hail from. Nothing brings a smile to my face like the cackle of a kookaburra, even when it rings out before dawn. And as an Australian I’m certainly biased, but we have the world’s most beautiful and cleanest beaches, free for all to enjoy. The diversity of Australia’s landscapes never ceases to astonish me, from the coast to the outback. They’re not only layered with natural beauty, but also with stories, culture and lore passed down through generations of the First Nations people. And, let’s face it, no one throws a backyard barbecue like we do.

Sarah Reid

sarahreid.com.au

Sarah is an award-winning freelance travel writer with a passion for positive-impact travel.
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My favourite experience is watching whales cruise past Australia’s most easterly point on a wintertime jog around Cape Byron.


WHO GOES WHERE


Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Australia
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JAKUB MACULEWICZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The weird and wonderful wildlife of Tropical North Queensland does it for me. There are not many places where you can spot a tree-kangaroo hopping vertically up a skinny tree, or have to give way on a bush trail to a wild, scary-looking cassowary.
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Craig McLachlan

@yuricraig

Craig has been writing for Lonely Planet for the last 25 years.
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ALENA LEVYKIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Twelve Apostles still glimmer to me, no matter how many times I’ve seen them. I usually try to get there in the early hours, before the other tourists, and breathe in that wild ocean air and look out at those awe-inspiring limestone pillars.
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Jayne D’Arcy

@jaynedarcy

Jayne writes about travel and adventure sports.
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EQROY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ever since my visit for a school excursion in grade 7, I’ve loved the feeling of grandeur Canberra exudes. Whether it’s the rush of power in Parliament House or the thrill of seeing money being printed at the Mint, these feelings stay with you.
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Kat Barber

Kat is an Australian travel writer living in the best city in the world – Melbourne.
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CHRIS HOWARTH/AUSTRALIA/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

I’m a big fan of Surry Hills. It was the first place I ever lived in Sydney and over the decades I’ve seen it develop into one of the city’s best dining destinations, with plenty of terrific options for pre- and post-dinner drinks, too. Some old faithfuls have remained constant, such as the ever-reliable Bourke St Bakery – I hate to think how many of their pastries I’ve scoffed over the years.
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Peter Dragicevich

@peterdragnz

Peter is a New Zealand–based travel writer who has coauthored dozens of Lonely Planet titles.
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SASIMOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Robe is the kind of town that, on the surface, can seem rather touristy and mainstream. But it’s actually a hugely soulful place – a working fishing port with some great spots to eat and drink, a long history and a precious cache of heritage architecture.
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Charles Rawlings-Way

@crawlingsway

Charles spends way too much time writing about travel, music, food and cricket. He’s the author of a book on Scottish rock band Del Amitri.
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MARIANGELA CRUZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


For me, Adelaide will always be a warm festival night in early March. I’ll round up some mates, grab an early bite at an East End eatery, catch a few left-field comedy acts in the eastern parklands, and then search out the city’s least-packed pub. It’s a good thing there are more bars now than in my Uni years – fewer lines, too!
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Joshua West

@trekkingwest

Josh is an Adelaide-based writer, hiker, paddler and nature enthusiast.
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ALEXANDRE.ROSA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Exploring K’gari (formerly Fraser Island) is a uniquely Australian experience. It starts with the ferry trip on the barge laden with 4WDs packed with camping gear and fishing rods, and revving with anticipation as they disembark on the islands. There’s a real thrill in negotiating twisting inland tracks before emerging on the 75 Mile Beach highway and zooming along at low tide.
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Paul Harding

@paulhtravel

Paul is a Melbourne-based writer and photographer who never tires of getting out of the city and exploring Australia and beyond.
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NICK FOX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Striking in their abundance and stature, the majestic emus of Mungo National Park are reason enough to visit. You’ll find plenty of opportunities to quietly observe these curious flightless birds. Coming across a 2m-tall male watching over a brood of juvenile chicks already the size of fully grown Labradors is a scene I’ll never forget.
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Jessica Korteman

jessicakorteman.com

Jessica is an Australian travel writer based in Melbourne, passionate about raising the profile of women in the travel industry.
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F11PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Brisbane is a ‘big country town’ that I’ve grown to love deeply. My favourite landmark is Story Bridge because it gives the city its charming character. Whether you’re admiring it from the river or want to abseil from up above, you’ll be left awestruck. It was built in 1940 and since then it’s been drawing local and international crowds who are amazed by its sheer size and stature.
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Mwende Mutuli Musau

@tulimusau

Better known as Tuli, she is a Kenyan-born, Brisbane-based writer specialising in travel, food and culture.
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Established in 1854, Melbourne’s splendid State Library is one of the institutions that underpins the city’s modern status as a UNESCO City of Literature. Its busy events programme makes it an important centre for cultural debate and all things literary, but its role as a free and welcoming space for everyone to work and relax in is just as important. And let’s not forget to mention the building’s interior – it’s truly magnificent!
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Virginia Maxwell

@maxwellvirginia

Based in Melbourne, Virginia has authored Lonely Planet guidebooks to multiple global destinations.
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JIRI VIEHMANN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

I love the wildness of Tasmania’s Southwest – the bogs, the buttongrass plains, the hidden mountain tarns, the raw jaggedness of the peaks, the tannin-stained rivers and the wild, crazy coastline. I love the exquisite fragility of the flora, the microcosm of life clinging to a boulder. I love the fact you can walk for a week and not see a car or have mobile reception. Time passes differently out there. A week is a lifetime.
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Steve Waters

@roadtonow

An avid bushwalker and longtime visitor to Tassie’s wilderness, Steve finally moved to Hobart full time.
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CHAMELEONSEYE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Mixed in among Perth’s exquisite beaches is its eclectic assortment of cultural attractions, island escapes and national parks. For me, however, it was the opportunity to learn about Indigenous Noongar culture that had the most lasting impression. From guided walks, to museums and galleries, it was an experience I found as enriching as I did sobering, with its traumatic past uncovered and now open for discussion.
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Trent Holden

@hombreholden

A writer for Lonely Planet for 15 years; this is his fifth book covering Australia.
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RINI KOOLS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

My favourite experience is exploring the Kimberley with a First Nations guide, then taking in the view of the Cockburn Range from the Pentecost River Crossing.
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Anthony Ham

@AnthonyHamWrite

Anthony is a writer about travel, the natural world and First Nations cultures. He is the author of two books, including The Last Lions of Africa, with a third book about the Australian outback out in 2025.
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REEF MAGIC

Fringing nearly the entire length of the Queensland coast, the Great Barrier Reef continues to live up to the hype. Whether you dive on it, snorkel over it, explore it via a scenic flight or glass-bottom boat, linger in an island resort or camp on a remote atoll, this fragile yet resilient undersea kingdom and its 900 coral-fringed islands is an unforgettable world waiting to be discovered. Go on, dive in.
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Scuba-diving, Cairns | CAVAN IMAGES/GETTY IMAGES ©

Cultural Connections

The Great Barrier Reef forms part of the Sea Country of over 70 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups who maintain deep cultural connections to the reef.
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Regions to Explore

Cairns is the main gateway to the reef, but more than a dozen other access points offer a rich range of reef experiences.
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Sleep on the Reef

Enjoy easy access to the reef from island resorts and camp sites, or spend the night on a floating pontoon.



BEST GREAT BARRIER REEF EXPERIENCES
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Admire the majestic manta rays that glide around family-friendly 1 Lady Elliot Island Eco Resort at the reef’s southern tip.

Camp on Lady Musgrave Island on the Southern Great Barrier Reef following a day trip from Bundaberg with 2 Lady Musgrave Experience.

Snorkel or dive the Coral Greenhouse, part of the 3 Museum of Underwater Art, then explore the surrounding John Brewer Reef, off Townsville.

Give back to the reef on a citizen-science experience such as the Marine Conservation Program at 4 Fitzroy Island, just off Cairns.

Explore remote sections of the Great Barrier Reef on a 5 liveaboard diving trip.








RAISE A GLASS

Big reds, zesty whites, fancy fizz: Australia’s wine industry has grown to become a global behemoth, and touring the country’s many wine regions is an indulgent experience. Adventurous foodie culture and high-end accommodation go hand-in-hand (wine-in-glass?) with the viticulture. Recruit a designated driver (or book a tour), and swing by some winery cellar doors – even Queensland has some.
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d’Arenberg Cube | MYPHOTOBANK.COM.AU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Au Naturel

Natural or minimal-intervention wine is having a moment in Australia – get a taste anywhere from Tasmania to the Adelaide Hills.
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MYPHOTOBANK.COM.AU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Wine & Dine

Some of the country’s best restaurants are located on wineries, particularly in Margaret River (Western Australia) and the Hunter Valley (New South Wales).
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LKONYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

That’s the Spirit

Not big on wine? Australia is also home to booming craft beer and distilling scenes, with Australian botanical gin among the top drops.



BEST WINE EXPERIENCES
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Begin a South Australian wine adventure at the towering 1 d’Arenberg Cube, a McLaren Vale landmark with a penthouse tasting room.

Celebrate all things wine and wonderful at festivals, including the 2 Melbourne Food and Wine Festival.

Sip superb semillon in the 3 Hunter Valley, Australia’s oldest wine region.

Cellar-door-hop to your heart’s content around 4 Margaret River, which produces 25% of Australia’s premium wine.

Uncover an unexpected wine region in Queensland’s high-altitude 5 Granite Belt, known for its rare Strange Bird wines.








ANCIENT CULTURES

There are some fine ways to experience 65,000 years of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures. Peel back the big-city layers on a Traditional Custodian–guided tour of spiritually rich urban sites, watch an Indigenous dance troupe, hike to rock art, and hit the art galleries where a new generation of First Nations artists are making their mark.

Many Tongues

At the time of colonisation there were thought to be around 300 Indigenous languages spoken across Australia. Approximately half are still spoken to some extent.

[image: jpg]

JAMES DAVIS PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Land of Plenty

Remnants of great feasts enjoyed by the First Nations people of Australia’s East Coast are still visible in the form of middens, piles of calcified shells and bones.
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Indigenous Population

The latest census figures show that 3.8% of the population, or approximately 1 million Australians, identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander.


BEST INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES
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Marvel at the world’s oldest freshwater aquaculture systems at coastal Victoria’s UNESCO-listed 1 Budj Bim National Park.

Tour the famous rock-art sites and wildlife-rich waterways of 2 Kakadu National Park with an Aboriginal guide.

Be entranced by a didgeridoo performance in a cave on Noongar Country south of Perth on a tour with 3 Koomal Dreaming .

Walk in the footsteps of Tasmania’s palawa people on the immersive multiday 4 wukalina walk.

Take your pick from a rich array of Indigenous-guided experiences in 5 Cairns, including reef and rainforest tours.








ISLAND LIFE

Australia’s territory encompasses more than 8200 islands, each with their own draws. Magical bushwalks, rampant wildlife, cinematic reefs, luxe resorts, convict history and footprint-free beaches are just a few of the lures. And, of course, mainland Australia is an island, too: think of your time here as one big atoll adventure.
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Rottnest Island | VICTOR MASCHEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Wildlife Havens

Many Australian islands help to safeguard threatened species. Disease-free koalas thrive on Kangaroo Island, and wildlife abounds on rat-free Maria and Lord Howe islands.

Culture Isles

A popular day trip from Darwin, the Tiwi Islands are home to the Tiwi people, a distinct First Nations group renowned for its vibrant printed textiles.


BEST ISLAND EXPERIENCES
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Climb aboard an 1 island-hopping yacht tour of the Whitsundays.

Hang out with adorable quokkas on 2 Rottnest Island, just offshore from Perth.

Venture to UNESCO-listed 3 Lord Howe Island to hike, swim, snorkel and paddle in a natural paradise.

Escape to one of southeast Queensland’s epic sand islands: 4 K’gari, North Stradbroke or Moreton.

Enjoy the Great Barrier Reef to yourself on a camping stay on the likes of 5 Lady Musgrave Island.








WIDE OPEN ROAD

There’s a heckuva lot of empty tarmac across this wide brown land. From Fremantle to Cooktown, Jabiru to Dover, the best way to experience Australia is to hit the open road. Car hire is affordable, road conditions are good, and beyond the big cities the traffic fades away. Pick up a campervan and explore the national parks, or hire a 4WD and stir up some outback dust.
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Twelve Apostles, Great Ocean Road coast | ALVOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bakery Stop

Among the highlights of an Aussie road trip is visiting the bakeries en route – every town has one, with time-honoured treats including the classic meat pie.
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ANIKONAANN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hop on a Tour

If you’re travelling solo or nervous about driving, consider a tour. Operators in Cairns and Cooktown make the classic trip to the Tip (of Cape York Peninsula).
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CHAMELEONSEYE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Safety First

The Australian landscape is beautiful yet unforgiving. If you’re headed down remote roads or 4WD tracks, inform someone and ensure you’re prepared for emergencies.



BEST ROAD TRIP EXPERIENCES
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Take the 2700km trip from Perth to Adelaide (via 1 Kalgoorlie-Boulder) across the epic emptiness of the Nullarbor Plain.

Enjoy an easy yet spectacular drive along Victoria’s dramatic 2 Great Ocean Road.

Embark on the 4WD-only 3 Oodnadatta Track, a former rail route in the arid South Australian outback featuring 615km of red dust, emus and quirky characters.

Get a taste for 4WD adventure on Tropical North Queensland’s short but challenging 4 Bloomfield Track.

Set off from Broome or Kununurra for an epic drive through the Kimberley via the sealed Great Northern Highway or the 4WD-only 5 Gibb River Road.








COLONIAL DAZE

The relatively recent colonisation of Australia means that many of its early buildings still stand today alongside relics from gold rushes, abandoned settlements, and the nation’s seafaring heritage. A cornucopia of sites around the country offer an evocative taste of colonial–era life – for both settlers and First Nations peoples.
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Port Arthur Historic Site | EKATERINA KAMENETSKY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

It Takes a Village

Some of Australia’s best-preserved historic buildings are found in country towns such as Berrima in NSW, Australia’s oldest Georgian village.

Underwater Heritage

There are nearly 700 shipwrecks recorded along Victoria’s coast alone. Australia’s top wreck dive is the SS Yongala, sunk during a cyclone in 1911 near Townsville in Queensland.


BEST HISTORY EXPERIENCES
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Learn about Australia’s first act of reconciliation at the 1 James Cook Museum in Cooktown.

Learn how the Eureka Stockade influenced Australian politics on a visit to the 2 Eureka Centre in Victoria’s goldfields.

Uncover the harrowing stories connected to Tasmania’s 3 Port Arthur Historic Site, the most infamous of Australia’s convict sites.

Spend a night at 4 Fremantle Prison, Australia’s best-preserved convict-built jail.

Soak up the history of modern Australia’s first neighbourhood in 5 The Rocks, Sydney.








COFFEE NIRVANA

When Italian migrants arrived in Australia after WWII, they sparked the development of a coffee scene that many now regard as the world’s best. More than just a place to get good coffee (with standards sky-high from coast to coast), Australian cafes are also renowned for their baked-goods counters and next-level brunch menus.

Flat Out

Melbourne is the HQ of Australia’s coffee scene, but Sydneysider Alan Preston claims he named the flat white when he opened the Moors Espresso Bar on Sussex St in 1985.
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Smashed Avo

Sydney is the birthplace of Australia’s most famous cafe breakfast dish: smashed avocado on toast, first served in 1993 by the late chef and cafe owner Bill Granger.
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Fill Your Cup

Ethical beans play a big part in Australia’s coffee culture. Wild Timor Coffee Co in Melbourne’s Carlton works with Timor-Leste growers to purchase beans at fair prices.


BEST COFFEE & CAFE EXPERIENCES
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Seek out Melbourne’s best coffee on a self-guided tour of its 1 laneway cafes.

Support vulnerable women by taking your morning brew or breakfast at Sydney social-enterprise cafe 2 Two Good Co. Cafe at Yirranma Place.

Sip infrared-roasted single-origin brews at 3 Lonsdale Street 7 Roasters, a Canberra institution.

Watch the waves roll in over an excellent coffee at a seaside cafe, such as the 4 White Elephant Cafe in Margaret River.

Gain a new appreciation for breakfast over a sumptuous brunch dish guided by the seasons at 5 Autumn Rooms in Newcastle.








URBAN BUZZ

Sydney is home to the blockbuster sights – the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Sydney Opera House top most people’s lists – but its fellow state and territory capitals have plenty of unique selling points. Darwin is Australia’s only tropical capital, Perth moves to its own beat (and time zone), and Melbourne’s unpredictable weather has birthed cosy cafe and live-music scenes. Regional cities, too, are packed with history, foodie finds and opportunities to meet the locals.
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BridgeClimb, Sydney | BENNY MARTY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Fabulous Festivals

From Sydney’s world-renowned Mardi Gras to music festivals hosted across the country, there’s always something to celebrate in Australia’s cities.
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Game On

From the AFL Grand Final in Melbourne to the State of Origin rugby league series between NSW and Queensland, Australia’s top sporting events play out on the East Coast.
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NEALE COUSLAND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

On Song

Known for its diverse range of independent musicians and a plethora of live music venues, Adelaide is Australia’s only UNESCO City of Music.



BEST BIG CITY EXPERIENCES
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Choose from seven different ways to climb the 1 Sydney Harbour Bridge, including an Indigenous-guided climb.

Visit showpiece art galleries and museums, including the recently opened 2 WA Museum Boola Bardip in Perth.

Throw yourself into the rich array of festivals hosted by the likes of Adelaide, home of the huge 3 Adelaide Fringe .

Catch a game of footy or a cricket match in any city during the season, or sweat it out courtside at the Australian Open in 4 Melbourne Park in January.

Dive into the rich and diverse food scenes of Australia’s capitals – tiny 5 Hobart is a food city to watch.








OUTBACK WONDERS

There’s big. And then there’s Australia’s outback. Covering more than 70% of the continent, the outback spans 10 deserts, swathes of subtropical savannah and temperate woodlands. Dotted with dramatic dunes, geological oddities, Aboriginal art centres and quirky outback pubs, roamed by hardy wildlife, and laced with Dreaming tracks and epic 4WD trails, its savage beauty is spellbinding.
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Walls of China, Mungo National Park | NICK FOX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Outback Roadhouses

A huge part of the charm of Australia’s outback is its collection of rustic pubs, and the colourful characters you’ll find in them.
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Follow the Dots

Dot painting on canvas emerged in central Australia in the 1970s as a result of Aboriginal people working together with non-Indigenous schoolteacher Geoffrey Bardon.
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CHAMELEONSEYE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Gone Feral

Considered an invasive species, over 1 million camels (first introduced in the 1840s) currently roam central Australia.



BEST OUTBACK EXPERIENCES
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Marvel at the incredible changing colours of 1 Uluru at sunset.

Explore the rich Aboriginal arts scene in the desert city of 2 Alice Springs, then hit the trails of the West MacDonnell Ranges beyond.

Feel like you’re walking on the moon in the surreal landscape of 3 Mungo National Park in outback NSW.

Admire the desert wildflowers and gold-rush-era architecture of 4 Kalgoorlie in Western Australia’s golden outback.

Visit the site of the world’s only known 5 fossilised dinosaur stampede near Winton in outback Queensland.








TAKE A DIP

There are thought to be more than 10,000 beaches fringing Australia’s vast coastline, and they’re all for public use. From cute coves to seemingly endless stretches of sand, the diversity of options is astounding. Find an empty beach for refreshing solitude, or spend a day on some urban sand where locals mix up their morning surf with macchiatos and people-watching. Stay safe and swim at patrolled beaches wherever possible.
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The Pass, Byron Bay | NAOMI CREEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Reality Star

Following the daily routines of Bondi Beach’s professional lifeguards, Bondi Rescue is one of Australia’s longest-running reality TV shows, with over 200 episodes filmed since 2006.
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Swimwear Options

Topless sunbathing is widely accepted across Australia, but nude bathing is restricted to certain beaches. Queensland is the only state without a dedicated nude beach.
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First Surfer

Hawaiian Duke Kahanamoku is thought to have introduced surfing to Sydney in 1915, but photos prove a merchant seafarer was surfing in Manly at least six summers earlier.



BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES
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See and be seen on Sydney’s famous 1 Bondi Beach, linked to Coogee Beach by a scenic clifftop walk.

Sail for the swirls of turquoise water and silica sand framing 2 Whitehaven Beach, the jewel of the Whitsundays.

Hike to a lookout point and perhaps even take a heart-starting dip at Tasmania’s most beautiful beach, 3 Wineglass Bay.

Learn to surf the waves rolling into the iconic beaches of 4 Byron Bay, perhaps alongside a local dolphin or two.

Take in a mesmerising Top End sunset as camels carry tourists along the sands of 5 Cable Beach in Broome.








INTO THE WILD

There’s nowhere like Australia to bask in Mother Nature’s creation. This massive, sparsely populated country plays host to some astonishing national parks, wild places and remote frontiers, where solitude is the daily experience. Rediscover your natural state with brilliant bushwalks, from arid outback ranges to craggy Tasmanian clifftops and wild Western Australian coastlines.
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Daintree Rainforest | NAOMI CREEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Indigenous Stewardship

Australia’s wild places are not just ecologically significant, they are also living cultural landscapes carefully managed by Traditional Custodians for millennia.
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Blockbuster Rainforests

The Gondwana Rainforests contain the world’s largest remaining stands of subtropical rainforest and Antarctic beech cool temperate rainforests.
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UNESCO Pride

Australia is home to 16 World Heritage Sites listed for their natural heritage, including four sites also recognised for their cultural value.



BEST WILDERNESS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Chase waterfalls, cassowaries and sweaty adventures in the Wet Tropics of Queensland, home to the 1 Daintree Rainforest.

Hike into the Tasmanian Wilderness on the famous Overland Track beginning in 2 Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park.

Walk among the surreal rock formations of 3 Purnululu National Park, deep in Western Australia’s Kimberley region.

Spot native dingoes and follow 4WD tracks to idyllic freshwater lakes on 4 K’gari (formerly Fraser Island).

Explore the network of trails in the cool, eucalypt-scented air of the 5 Blue Mountains.








CREATURES GREAT & SMALL

Australia’s wilderness is animated by a cohort of native animals found nowhere else on Earth. Between the sea lions cavorting on Kangaroo Island and the otherworldly critters of the Daintree Rainforest is a panoply of weird and wonderful species from koalas to kangaroos, wombats to platypuses. There’s great whale watching along the east, west and south coasts, plus the omnipresent cackle of kookaburras, to say nothing of the marine life of the Great Barrier Reef.

[image: jpg]

Humpback whale, Hervey Bay | UWE BERGWITZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Koala Country

Native to eastern states, koalas are officially listed as endangered along the east coast, but there are places to spot them in the wild. Try Magnetic Island and Kangaroo Island.
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Kangaroo Etymology

Among the first Aboriginal words collected by the First Fleet from the Guugu Yimidhirr of present-day Cooktown was ganguru, recorded as ‘kangaroo’.
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When the Lights Go Out

Most of Australia’s native wildlife is nocturnal, making camping in national parks a great way to see it. BYO torch!



BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Swim with whale sharks, and maybe also humpback whales, at 1 Ningaloo Reef in Western Australia.

Walk among wombats and Tasmanian devils on 2 Maria Island, dubbed ‘Australia’s Noah’s Ark’.

Hop aboard a wintertime whale-watching boat trip in 3 Hervey Bay in Queensland.

Find koalas, sea lions, wombats, echidnas and goannas among the 1500 wildlife species that call 4 Kangaroo Island home.

Watch little penguins waddle ashore at the famous 5 Penguin Parade on Phillip Island, just offshore from Melbourne.












REGIONS & CITIES


Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Best of Australia
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Skyrail Rainforest Cableway, Cairns | VARNAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Allow: 8 days	Distance: 5000km



When you want a taste of the big hitters but time is tight, get (jet)set for an action-packed itinerary that takes you from East Coast Australia’s blockbuster harbour city to Queensland’s main Great Barrier Reef gateway hub, then out to Uluru, the beating heart of the Australian outback.



[image: jpg]

1 Sydney [image: ] 2 DAYS

Kick-start your tour in the New South Wales capital, checking out the big-ticket sights, seeing and being seen on Bondi Beach, bar-hopping and shopping. Don’t miss the seaside Bondi to Coogee Coastal Walk, and lap up Sydney’s fabulous restaurants. Thirsty? Take a day trip to the Hunter Valley wine region, and keep an eye out for kangaroos.
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2 Blue Mountains [image: ] 1 DAY

Dart inland to explore the Blue Mountains, beginning with misty Katoomba’s cache of art deco architecture and the amazing Three Sisters lookout. Choose from dozens of walking trails lacing the bush landscape, head deeper inland to explore the Wentworth Falls, or put your feet up and enjoy a gourmet mountain meal.

[image: jpg]
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3 Cairns [image: ] 3 DAYS

Get a taste of Queensland and Australia’s tropical north in the vibrant coastal hub of Cairns. A three-hour flight from Sydney, it’s the perfect base to explore the Great Barrier Reef and the Daintree Rainforest, learn about First Nations culture and eyeball a saltwater crocodile in its natural habitat. If you’re visiting between Friday and Sunday, swing by Rusty’s Markets for a street food feast.
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4 Uluru [image: ] 2 DAYS

Another three-hour flight lands you in the heart of Australia’s Red Centre. Take your pick from the myriad ways to experience Uluru & Kata Tjuta National Park, from sunrise- and sunset-viewing tours to a new Aboriginal drone show and British artist Bruce Munro’s mesmerising Field of Light. The tiny Uluru service town of Yulara is home to the airport and a handful of accommodation options.
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ITINERARIES


Central Australia

[image: jpg]


Allow: 2 weeks Distance: 3000km



This classic 3000km dash up the Stuart Highway takes you from coast to coast, and right into Australia’s desert heart. Have a ball getting to know two of Australia’s most underrated capitals at either end, and lean into the wild and quirky attractions along the way.
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1 Adelaide [image: ] 4 DAYS

Spend a day or two enjoying the eat streets and old stone pubs of South Australia’s capital. Then venture out to explore local wine regions, with the Adelaide Hills (known for its chardonnay and pinot noir) as well as the Barossa Valley (world-renowned for its reds) both within easy reach. Or even take a trip to wildlife-rich Kangaroo Island.
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2 Flinders Ranges [image: ] 1 DAY

Consider a stop in the Clare Valley (the home of Australian riesling) en route to the rust-coloured Ikara-Flinders Ranges National Park. Here Ikara (Wilpena Pound) jags up from the semidesert, and two dozen trails take you deep into this storied landscape. Camp or stay at a resort inside the park, or bed down nearby.

3 Coober Pedy [image: ] 1 DAY

It’s a full day’s drive (700km) across the red sands and salt flats of South Australia’s outback to the iconic opal-mining town of Coober Pedy, aka Australia’s underground city. Embrace the opportunity to stay in a subterranean hotel after a day’s fossicking or exploring the town’s museums and quirky attractions. A round of opal fields golf, perhaps?
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Kanku-Breakaways Conservation Park,, Coober Pedy | AUSTRALIANCAMERA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 Uluru [image: ] 2 DAYS

Gain a new appreciation for the wide open road as you travel roughly the same distance north again to Uluru. With a huge variety of ways to explore Uluru & Kata Tjuta National Park, you’ll want at least two days to sample a few from your base in the tiny Uluru service town of Yulara.

5 Alice Springs [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s 470km or a five-hour drive to Alice Springs, but if you have extra time up your sleeve, it’s worth taking the long way past Watarrka National Park and its famed Kings Canyon. In Alice there’s a wonderful cultural precinct and a collection of museums to explore, along with the nearby West MacDonnell Ranges.
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6 Darwin [image: ] 4 DAYS

With 1500km to cover to Darwin, you’ll want to break up the trip; don’t miss the thermal pools of Elsey National Park, nor Katherine’s magnificent Nitmiluk Gorge. It’s easy to day-trip to Litchfield National Park from the sultry capital of Darwin, but you’ll want at least two days to visit Kakadu National Park.


ITINERARIES


West Coast Adventure
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King George Falls, the Kimberley | PHILIP SCHUBERT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Allow: 3–4 weeks Distance: 3200km



Feeling adventurous? Pack the car for a road trip that traces the entire West Coast, at least until you reach the Kimberley wilderness, where side roads lead to magical waterfalls and geologic wonders. Ease in with a slice of gourmet indulgence and creature comforts in the Perth area.
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1 Perth [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fly into Western Australia's capital and see the sights. Give yourself a fright on an overnight stay at the historic Fremantle Prison, and take a day trip to Rottnest Island with its beautiful beaches and famous quokkas. Then hire a car and hit the road.
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2 Margaret River & the Southwest [image: ] 4 DAYS

Take a short drive south of Perth to Australia’s most premium wine region of Margaret River. Laze on gorgeous beaches, explore limestone cave systems, or perhaps venture further down the coast towards Albany for more beaches and national parks before hammering back up past Perth.
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BENNY MARTY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Shark Bay [image: ] 2 DAYS

Make your way up the Coral Coast, enjoying wanders in wildflower country (between late July and October) on your way to UNESCO-listed Shark Bay. Marvel at the surreal landscape and bountiful marine fauna of this spectacular bay from your base in Denham, Monkey Mia or Francois Peron National Park.
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4 Ningaloo Reef [image: ] 3 DAYS

The Coral Coast reaches its climax at Ningaloo Reef, just steps from the desert landscape of Cape Range National Park near Exmouth. Spend your days exploring the park and snorkelling on the reef, perhaps in the company of whale sharks between March and August. And look out for emus on the road.
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5 Pilbara Coast [image: ] 1 DAY

Continue north through the ironstone hues of the Pilbara Coast to Karratha. While this mining town mightn’t win any beauty awards, it’s worth a stop to explore the incredible Aboriginal rock carvings of Murujuga National Park on the Burrup Peninsula, which experts believe is the largest collection of rock art on the planet.
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6 Broome & the Kimberley [image: ] 1–2 WEEKS

Now the real adventure begins! Soak up the frontier vibe and dazzling sunsets of Broome before heading into the heart of the Kimberley (dry season only). You’ll need a 4WD to tackle the famous Gibb River Road, but the Great Northern Highway is sealed. Turn around in Kununurra, or continue through to Darwin – some car hire companies offer one-way rental.
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ITINERARIES


Best of the East Coast

[image: jpg]


Allow: 10 days Distance: 3600km



It’s more carbon-friendly to drive this classic East Coast Australian van-life route in four to six weeks, but the trip can also be undertaken in less than two weeks by plane, with airports in every hub. Travel through a staggering array of landscapes between moody Melbourne to the tropical north.
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1 Melbourne [image: ] 2 DAYS

Melbourne can keep visitors engaged for months with its bars, live music, shopping, AFL football and other delights. Fuel up with a coffee in the city’s famous laneways and get stuck into the highlights, from wandering the National Gallery of Victoria to tucking into some of Australia's top restaurants.
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2 Sydney [image: ] 2 DAYS

If you’ve visited the NSW capital before, check out newer attractions, including the revamped Art Gallery of NSW and the proliferation of new restaurants and bars that have transformed the city centre. Or pop inland and stretch your legs in the glorious Blue Mountains; it's just two hours on the train from the city to Katoomba.

3 Hunter Valley [image: ] 1 DAY

Book a day trip or make your own way two hours northwest of Sydney to the vineyards of the Hunter Valley for tastings and other gourmet pleasures. Treat yourself to a sumptuous winery lunch or dinner and sleep off the indulgence at a boutique hotel.
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Hunter Valley | SEAN BARLOW/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 Byron Bay [image: ] 2 DAYS

Road trippers will love the journey north to Byron Bay, with its many tempting coastal and hinterland diversions. When you arrive, there are iconic surf beaches, an epic headland walk, good diving and an enticing array of restaurants to try. Explore another side of Byron on an Aboriginal tour.
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5 Cairns [image: ] 3 DAYS

You can fly direct from the Gold Coast, a 45-minute drive north of Byron, to Australia’s reef-diving capital and gateway to the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area. Spend a day on the outer Great Barrier Reef, explore the rainforest on an Indigenous-guided tour, then dive into the tropical city’s vibrant food scene.


ITINERARIES


Southern Splendour
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Melbourne | GORDON BELL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Allow: 12 days Distance: 1600km



Seen Sydney before? Not big on tropical heat? This itinerary takes you from Melbourne along the most scenic section of Victoria’s coast, then down to Tasmania for wine, wildlife and some of the most spectacular edge-of-the-earth scenery you could dream of.
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1 Melbourne [image: ] 2 DAYS

Drink in the cosmopolitan Victorian capital’s acclaimed bars, restaurants, museums, music and sports events to your heart’s content. Enjoy the simple pleasure of getting lost in the city centre’s winding alleys, or venture out to the Yarra Valley for a day of wine-tasting before retiring in a hip hotel.
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2 Great Ocean Road [image: ] 3 DAYS

Tick off one of Australia’s most iconic road trips. Tracing a spectacular section of Victoria’s coastline, the 680km round trip from Melbourne is manageable in three days, but allow four or five to enjoy more walks and other attractions along the way.
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3 Launceston & Cradle Mountain [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take an overnight ferry from Geelong to Devonport and make the hour’s drive to Launceston, or fly from Melbourne. Admire the city’s historic buildings and get a taste for Tasmanian sparkling wine before heading to Tasmania’s blockbuster national park for a gorgeous day hike, and maybe an encounter with Tasmanian devils.
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4 Freycinet Peninsula [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s only a two-hour drive from Launceston to Freycinet National Park, home of the stunning Wineglass Bay. Take a hike to a lookout (or down to its powder-white sands), kayak along the glorious coastline, or simply sit back and slurp fresh oysters from local farms.
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5 Hobart & Surrounds [image: ] 3 DAYS

It takes less than three hours to drive directly to Hobart, but you may want to detour to the Port Arthur Historic Site, or the neighbouring Tasman National Park. The emerging culinary capital of Hobart wows with its cosy restaurants and epic art museum (MONA). But there’s more to explore nearby, from Bruny Island to Mt Field National Park.
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WHEN TO GO


It's always a good time to be somewhere in Australia. As a general rule, go north in winter, south in summer, and east and west anytime.



Summer is synonymous with beach weather, but it’s not always the case in Australia. In the southern states, summer is short and sweet, with January and February bringing the most comfortable conditions for a heart-starting dip. Snow falls in the alpine regions of New South Wales (NSW), Victoria and Tasmania from May to September, with winter temperatures becoming milder (and summers hotter) as you travel north. In Tropical North Queensland, winter is the best time to visit – during the peak summer months further south, Tropical North Queensland is in the midst of its wet (and low) season (November to April).

The winter months also have their benefits (beyond skiing) in the lower mainland states, with superb whale watching along both coasts (roughly between May and November) and cooler, less humid weather ideal for coastal bushwalking. Traditional seasonal highlights and changes such as autumn leaves are best experienced south of Sydney, and especially in Tasmania.
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Cyclone Marcus damage, Darwin | EA GIVEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE

WHALE-WATCHING HAVEN

Rachelle Mackintosh is a Sydney-based freelance photojournalist specialising in wildlife. @faunographic

I love winter on the East Coast – the days are cool and adventure-ready, and the sunsets are extra spectacular. This is also when we see the most humpback whales heading north from their Antarctic feeding grounds to their tropical breeding grounds. For a photographer there’s nothing more challenging, or rewarding than catching them in action from a moving boat – where I spend much of my time during the season.




CYCLONE SEASON

Australia’s tropical cyclone season is typically November to April, although cyclones can form outside these bounds. On average, the nation experiences 11 cyclones a year, although typically only four to five reach land, including one or two Category 5 (most severe) cyclones. Heed official warnings and advice.




FOUR SEASONS

Melbourne is famous for experiencing ‘four seasons in one day’, making it a good idea to wear layers that can be taken on and off as the temperature fluctuates, and keeping a rain jacket or umbrella handy in case of a downpour.

Big-Ticket Festivals


Sydney Mardi Gras Australia’s biggest and most iconic Pride festival paints a rainbow across Sydney, culminating in a joyous parade along Oxford St. [image: jpg] February–March

Rising Victoria's flagship festival of music, food, art and culture spills into the streets of Melbourne over 16 wonderful days at the beginning of winter. [image: jpg] June

Melbourne International Comedy Festival Laugh until your sides hurt at Australia's largest comedy festival, with more than 500 shows to choose from. [image: jpg] March–April

Adelaide Fringe The world's second-largest fringe festival is an absolute hoot, with hundreds of shows over an entertaining month. [image: jpg] February–March

Byron Bay Bluesfest The nation’s premier contemporary blues and roots music festival is held in Byron Bay over the Easter long weekend. [image: jpg] March/April

Offbeat Events


Dark Mofo Get weird at this midwinter arts and culture festival held by the Museum of Old and New Art in Hobart. [image: jpg] June

Uluru Camel Cup Jockeys and punters from all over the outback converge in Uluru for two days of camel racing and revelry. [image: jpg] May

Sawtell Chilli Festival The hottest food festival on the Coffs Coast draws thousands of visitors for spicy food and dancing off the (mild) winter chill. [image: jpg] June

Beer Can Regatta Cheer on homemade-boat captains at this family-friendly one-day festival in Darwin. [image: jpg] July

Jumpers & Jazz in July Queensland’s quirkiest festival sees ‘Yarntopians’ decorate the communities of the Southern Downs. [image: jpg] July

Shinju Matsuri Festival of the Pearl Broome pays homage to its pearling heritage with dragon-boat races, fireworks and more. [image: jpg] August–September


I LIVE HERE

ADELAIDE

Adam Liston is a chef and restaurateur behind Adelaide venues including Shobosho, Sora, ShoSho and others. @adam_liston

During summer in Adelaide, tomatoes are at their peak. I only eat them at this time of the year because they're so delicious. I created a starter for the menu at Sora featuring dressed heritage tomatoes served on a seaweed cracker with yuzu-infused whipped tofu. I think it's a fresh and elegant way to start a meal at this time of the year.
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Currumbin beach | DARREN TIERNEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

SUNSHINE STATE

Queensland’s ‘Sunshine State’ tagline is particularly accurate on the Gold Coast in the state’s subtropical southeast, which receives around 300 days of sunshine annually. The city receives most of its rain during summer, which is still a lovely time to visit.

Weather through the year (Sydney)
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JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 26°C

Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 25.8°C

Days of rainfall: 12.5

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 24.8°C

Days of rainfall: 13.7
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APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 22.5°C

Days of rainfall: 12.8

[image: jpg]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 19.5°C

Days of rainfall: 12.9

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 17.0°C

Days of rainfall: 12.6

[image: jpg]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 16.4°C

Days of rainfall: 11.1

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 17.9°C

Days of rainfall: 10.3

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 20.1°C

Days of rainfall: 10.5

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 22.2°C

Days of rainfall: 11.6

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 23.7°C

Days of rainfall: 11.6

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 25.3°C

Days of rainfall: 11.5





GET PREPARED
FOR AUSTRALIA


Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Royal National Park | TRAVELLING.ABOUT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Light waterproof jacket It can, and does, rain anytime in most coastal regions. And even summer evenings can be chilly, especially in the southern states.

Walking shoes Bring a pair with enough support for pounding city pavements. For more serious bushwalking, breathable walking shoes or boots with ankle coverage are best.

Casual and smart casual clothes Nicer restaurants and bars command a (usually unspoken) dress code. Shorts and smart sandals are fine, but thongs/flip-flops are not – south of the tropic of Capricorn, at least.

Swimwear Have you even been to Australia if you didn’t take a dip in the sea?

Layers Handy if you’re visiting cooler zones or multiple regions.

Sunscreen Slip, slop and slap SPF30 or above before you head out during the day (even when it’s overcast).


Manners

Civilities Australians might be relaxed, but manners remain important. Use ‘please’, ‘thank you’ and ‘excuse me’.

Queues Like the British, Australians are sticklers for queuing, but less reserved about telling off queue-jumpers.

Ordering It’s polite to say hello to service staff or even ask how their day is going before placing an order.

Headphones Respecting people’s personal space includes wearing headphones.





READ

[image: jpg]

Talking to My Country (Stan Grant; 2016) Powerful and personal meditation on race, culture and national identity by a Wiradjuri media identity.

[image: jpg]

The Yield (Tara June Winch; 2019) This novel about a culture dispossessed was awarded Australia’s top literary prize.

[image: jpg]

Batavia (Peter FitzSimons; 2012) Relates one of the grimmest and most extraordinary tales of Dutch exploration of West Coast Australia.

[image: jpg]

Tracks (Robyn Davidson; 1980) The author’s epic 2700km journey across the Australian outback makes for an inspiring holiday read.




Words

How ya goin’? How are you? (Equivalent to ‘How you doin’?’ in the US.)

Too easy/no worries/no wuckas/no dramas No problem.

Yeah, nah No.

You right? Are you OK? Used for enquiring about a person’s welfare (for example, if they slip over), or as a ‘polite’ way of calling out bad manners.

Brekkie Breakfast.

Arvo Afternoon.

Bottle-o Liquor store.

Servo Petrol station. Get the drift?

Pineapple and lobster Australian $50 note and $20 note.

Coldie Cold beer.

Tinny Can of beer or a small boat (‘Let’s crack a tinny in the tinny.’)

Bludger Someone who is lazy. (‘Darrel’s a bit of a bludger.’)

Cactus Dead or broken.

Old mate A bloke (man) whose name you don’t know. (‘Old mate over there.’)

Bonza Great. (Also the name of a new airline.)

Shout Round of drinks. (‘It’s your shout, mate.’)

You little ripper That’s excellent.

Tucker/grub Any type of food.

Buckley’s No chance.

Devo Devastated. (‘I’m so devo I have to work tomorrow.’)

Brolly Umbrella.

Galah Person who doesn’t know what they’re doing.

Woop woop Middle of nowhere. (‘Pam lives out in woop woop.’)

Booze bus Random breath-testing police unit.

Stuffed Full of food or tired (or both).

CBD Central business district.

Cellar door Tasting room.




WATCH
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Gallipoli (Peter Weir; 1981) Devastatingly brilliant story of two mates who enlist in WWI.

Two Hands (Gregor Jordan; 1999) Arguably Australia’s best gangster film, starring Heath Ledger.

The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (Stephan Elliot; 1994) Powerful presentation of positive LGBTIQ+ themes.

Muriel’s Wedding (PJ Hogan; 1994; pictured) Comedy-drama with a working-class family at its core, starring Toni Collette.

Rabbit-Proof Fence (Phillip Noyce; 2002) Heartbreaking drama based on a true story that confronts Australia’s devastating Stolen Generations policy.




LISTEN

Whispering Jack (John Farnham; 1986) The album that cemented ‘Farnsy’ as an Australian music icon features the nation’s unofficial anthem, ‘You’re The Voice’.

Yarning Up (Caroline Kell; 2023) Mbarbrum woman and corporate coach Caroline Kell has enlivening conversations with First Nations leaders and thinkers.

Odyssey Number Five (Powderfinger; 2000) The Brisbane rock band’s best album defined a generation. ‘These Days’, still gives Aussies goosebumps.

Full Story (Guardian Australia; 2023) Guardian journalists go behind the headlines every weekday on the podcast.







How to… Speak Strayan

Wanna go t’ the local for a few schooies and a parmy?
Aussies understand this phrase as an invitation to go to the pub for a few beers and a chicken parmigiana (a popular pub meal). But it’s likely to leave visitors scratching their heads. Welcome to the mysterious world of Australian slang, where no word in the English language is safe from being butchered, and one of the most offensive swear words in the dictionary is commonly used to refer to a friend.
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Get Shorty

A nationwide love of shortening words is at the heart of Aussie slang. The most common shortenings end in -ie/y and -o. No one really knows how or why it started, but we do know when, with the earliest Australian examples dating from the 19th century and referring to a person’s trade, such as ‘milko’ (milkman) and ‘bottle-o’ (bottle collector). These two slang words have taken on new meaning in the modern world: a ‘bottle-o’ is now a bottle shop (liquor store), and a ‘milko’ is most commonly associated with a vanilla-flavoured lolly (candy).

In some cases, particularly when it comes to names, the abbreviation is affectionate – such as shortening ‘Robert’ to ‘Robbie’ or ‘Robbo’. But it’s not the case for all Aussie slang words – there’s nothing to love, for example, about a ‘sicko’ (sadistic person). And while there’s no hard and fast rule as to which words receive an -ie/y or an -o, some shortenings are not up for debate. Aussies always get their petrol from a ‘servo’ (service station), and breakfast is never ‘brekko’ (it’s ‘brekky’). Whether Robert goes by Robbie or Robbo, however, is a personal preference.

So how do you learn Australian? With many Aussie slang words now more or less universally understood – from ‘mozzie’ to ‘greenie’, and let’s not forget the ‘selfie’ – it’s certainly getting easier. But, like most languages, the best way to learn is to immerse yourself in it. So whaddya waitin’ for? Get yourself down to the local, order a schooie and a parmy, and get involved.


Aussie Sayings to Know

She’ll be right Don’t worry, it’ll turn out fine

Havin’ a sticky beak Having a look

Chuck a sickie Taking a day off work when you’re not actually sick

Havin’ a yarn Having a chat

Spit the dummy Have a tantrum (‘Nina spat the dummy.’)

Six of one, half a dozen of the other It’s the same

Onya bike Go away

Fair suck of the sauce bottle That’s unreasonable (Same as: ‘Fair go’.)

Pass the dead horse Pass the tomato sauce (ketchup)

Hit the frog and toad Hit the road

Put a sock in it Be quiet







How to… Spot Native Wildlife

You won’t need to travel far in Australia to see a kangaroo or a kookaburra, but tracking down other iconic species can be a bit of a treasure hunt. National parks are great places to start.
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In the Rainforest

Dinosaur-like cassowaries are regularly seen in Cape Tribulation and the Cassowary Coast of Tropical North Queensland. For a chance to see tree kangaroos and platypuses, head to the Atherton Tableland. In the Gondwana Rainforests of southeast Queensland and North Coast New South Wales, look out (and listen) for lyrebirds with their extravagant tail feathers and mimicking cry.

In the Desert

If you’re visiting in a drought year, you might not see much more than the odd mob of kangaroos and emus, and maybe a few feral camels. Return after big rains, however, and you’ll encounter vast salt lakes filled with millions of waterbirds. Keep an eye out for desert lizards including the thorny devil and perentie (Australia’s largest monitor lizard). Head further north for frilled-neck lizards.

In the Ocean

Southern right and humpback whales pass close to Australia’s East and West Coasts on their migratory route between the Antarctic and warmer waters, roughly between May and November. Southern right whales also crowd into the head of the Great Australian Bight in spring, while orca tours run in southwest Western Australia from January to April. Whale sharks congregate at WA’s Ningaloo Reef from March to August, and sea lions, as well as fur seals, are regular visitors to southern coastlines. If you’re visiting the Great Barrier Reef during November or December, you might even catch the coral spawning.

On the Coast

One of the trickiest native critters to spot is the koala. Listed as endangered (in Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory) in 2022, they live in eucalypt forests along the East Coast and also inland. For guaranteed sightings, head to Kangaroo Island.


TASMANIA

Tasmania is one of the most fruitful places to see wildlife. The island is jampacked with wallabies, wombats and possums, principally because foxes, which have decimated marsupial populations on the mainland, were slow to reach the island state. The island is also home to its eponymous Tasmanian devil. They’re still found across the island but, unfortunately, populations are being destroyed by devil facial tumour disease (DFTD). Conservation projects, including establishing a disease-free population on Maria Island, and the development of a vaccine have offered hope that the devil may be saved, but the species remains classified as endangered.







TRIP PLANNER

INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIA

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures have evolved over 65,000 years, kept alive from one generation to the next through storytelling, song, art, dance and other cultural traditions. Right across Australia, there are opportunities to learn from ways of life still practised by the world's oldest living cultures.
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LAND OF MANY NATIONS

The Aboriginal peoples of mainland Australia and Torres Strait Islander peoples hailing from the eponymous Queensland archipelago are two ethnically and culturally distinct Indigenous cultures. Within them are many subgroups with their own languages, traditions and customs. Language groups are commonly described as ‘Nations’, and groups within Nations as ‘clans’ or ‘mobs’. While terminology preferences differ between individuals (when in doubt, ask), ‘Aboriginal’ is typically used to refer to Aboriginal peoples, while ‘Indigenous’ or ‘First Nations’ is used for Indigenous Australians or groups/individuals who may have mixed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage. Many First Nations peoples include their Nation and/or clan name as a prefix to their given name, and may use the term Blackfella/Blackfulla to describe themselves. The term 'Aborigine' is now widely considered to be derogatory and should be avoided.

WHOSE COUNTRY?

Every part of Australia (except for a few remote islands) lies on the traditional land and sea territory of at least one First Nations group. The Traditional Custodians (or Owners) of these landscapes, also known as 'Country', have a cultural obligation to safeguard them.

Understanding whose Country you’re on as you explore Australia forms the basis of respect for its Traditional Custodians. This information is typically found on the local government website (the shire or municipal council) in the form of an acknowledgement. Another helpful resource is the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies’ (AIATSIS) map of Indigenous Australia (aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia), which attempts to represent the language and social groups of Australia's First Nations.



Handy Resources

Welcome to Country (welcometocountry.com) Browse and book First Nations experiences across the country via this not-for-profit marketplace.

Discover Aboriginal Experiences (discoveraboriginalexperiences.com) Tourism Australia’s premium range of First Nations experiences; click through to book direct.

Indigenous Art Code (indigenousartcode.org) Members listed on the website commit to ensuring the artwork they purchase comes from ethical sources and that artists are paid and treated fairly.

Creative Spirits (creativespirits.info) Articles and resources covering everything from the Stolen Generations to Indigenous languages.

Blak Out Tune into Triple J radio every Sunday from 5pm to 6pm to listen to Indigenous artists. You can also listen online at abc.net.au/triplej/programs/blak-out/episodes.



CHOOSING AN INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCE

Australia now offers an incredible array of Indigenous-guided tourism experiences. And the unique ancestral traditions of each Indigenous group – and families within them – mean that no two experiences are ever the same. Many tours are geared towards families, with storytelling and opportunities to sample bush tucker always a hit with kids big and small. Booking Indigenous-owned and operated experiences means your tourism dollars directly support Indigenous communities.

WELCOME 101

You may be welcomed to the traditional lands of Indigenous Australians with a Welcome to Country – a typically brief but always moving ceremony performed by a Traditional Custodian of the place you are visiting. It is also common for Australian festivals and events to be opened with an Acknowledgement of Country – this is delivered by a non–Traditional Custodian as a gesture of respect to the Traditional Custodians of the land.
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INDIGENOUS TOURISM OPTIONS

Walking tours

Accessible for families and very ecofriendly, walking tours typically include storytelling, bush tucker tasting, sacred site visits and opportunities to get hands-on with traditional tools, instruments or weapons.

Rock-art tours

Rock art isn’t only found in the outback, with carvings, paintings and other works to be uncovered along the coast. Some tours are conducted on foot, others by car.

Cultural cruises

See the Great Barrier Reef through Indigenous eyes, pair bush tucker canapés with culture on the Sunshine Coast, and more.

Cultural/art centres

Great places to learn about the local mob and shop for Indigenous-made products; most regional centres have one. Some art centres also offer art classes.

Indigenous dining

Get a taste of Indigenous Australia at slick urban restaurants helmed by Indigenous chefs, at cultural centre cafes, or at traditional campfire cook-ups included on tours.

Adventure & adrenalin

Tear around the sand dunes of the Worimi Conservation Lands near Newcastle on an Aboriginal-guided quad-bike ride, or hike deep into the Tasmanian bush on the wukalina Walk.



VISITING INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES

Many remote Indigenous communities are ‘closed', which means the general public can't visit without permission – always check before you go. You may also need a permit to enter national parks on Aboriginal lands, which are typically acquired through the local Indigenous land council. If you have the privilege of visiting any type of Indigenous community, it’s polite to avoid wearing revealing clothing, and always ask before taking photos of people or sacred places (including rock art) as it may not be allowed, or welcomed. Most First Nations guides are happy to answer any questions about Indigenous culture and history, so don't be shy. But be mindful that English may be your host’s second, third or even fourth language, and don’t be deterred by avoidance of eye contact – this is customarily a gesture of respect in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures.

INDIGENOUS ART & CULTURAL CENTRES

Big-city museums such as the Australian Museum in Sydney and the South Australian Museum in Adelaide have excellent displays on Australia's Indigenous cultures. It's an altogether different experience to visit Indigenous community-run art and cultural centres across the country. One of the best places to purchase First Nations art ethically, art centres often offer the opportunity to meet or watch artists at work, with workshops available at the likes of Maruku Arts in Uluru. Cultural centres, which typically also have art and other Indigenous-made products for sale, offer hyperlocal insights into Indigenous history and culture, making them a great first stop before exploring the region you're visiting. Indigenous art and cultural centres aren't only found in the outback, but also in coastal and urban areas – such as the Minjungbal Aboriginal Cultural Centre in Tweed Heads (New South Wales).
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INDIGENOUS FESTIVALS

There's nothing like attending an Indigenous festival on Country to connect with First Nations cultures. Typically held in remote destinations, these events generally require a high degree of preparation. The big ones include the Garma Festival, Barunga Festival and Parrtjima in the Northern Territory; and the Laura Quinkan Dance Festival and Thursday Island's Winds Of Zenadth Cultural Festival, both in Queensland. There's always Indigenous art for sale at festivals, with some of the best opportunites to purchase art including the Darwin Aboriginal Art Fair, the Tiwi AFL Grand Final and Art Sale on the Tiwi Islands, and Desert Mob (desertmob.com) in Alice Springs.


THE IMPORTANCE OF STORYTELLING

Indigenous Australians historically had an oral culture, so storytelling was an important way to learn. Stories gave meaning to life and were used to teach the messages of the spirit ancestors. Although beliefs and cultural practices vary according to region and language groups, there is a common worldview that these ancestors created the land, the sea and all living things. This is often referred to as the Dreaming. Through stories, the knowledge and beliefs are passed on from one generation to another, setting out the community’s social mores and recording events from the past.

Today artists have continued this tradition, with new media such as film and literature. The first published Indigenous Australian was David Unaipon (1872–1967), a Ngarrindjeri man from South Australia who was a writer, a scientist and an advocate for his people, and the author of Aboriginal Legends (1927) and Native Legends (1929). You can see Unaipon’s portrait on the $50 note.




Best Rock Art

Kakadu National Park

Two of Australia’s best and most accessible rock-art galleries are found at Ubirr and Burrungkuy (Nourlangie).

Murujuga National Park

The rocky landscape of WA’s Burrup Peninsula contains more than a million petroglyphs.

Quinkan Country

Paintings of spirit figures are found on many of the sandstone escarpments surrounding the small Queensland town of Laura.

Injalak Hill

Guided tours take visitors to an incredible collection of rock shelters in West Arnhem Land, slathered in layers of ancient X-ray art.

Sydney

Aboriginal rock carvings can be found in the likes of Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park and Royal National Park.

Grampians

Five of approximately 200 rock-art sites in Victoria's Grampians National Park (Gariwerd) are open to the public.

Kimberley

The Mitchell Plateau is home to examples of both the Gwion Gwion and Wandjina art traditions.







TRIP PLANNER

VISITING THE GREAT BARRIER REEF

There are numerous ways to experience the magnificent spectacle of the Great Barrier Reef, stretching over 2300km from just below the tropic of Capricorn (near Bundaberg) to just south of Papua New Guinea. Diving and snorkelling are the best ways, but you can also enjoy the reef without getting wet.
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PICKING YOUR SPOT

There are multiple gateways to the reef, all offering different experiences. It’s generally more affordable to base yourself at a mainland gateway and travel out to the reef for a day or longer (with an average journey time to the outer reef of 90 minutes), but there are also dozens of islands you can stay on, with camping costing as little as $7.25 per person per night in national parks, though the cost of transfers can add to that significantly. Islands with resorts include Lady Elliot Island, Heron Island, Wilson Island and Great Keppel Island (Southern Great Barrier Reef); Hamilton Island, Daydream Island, Hayman Island and Long Island (Whitsundays/Central Great Barrier Reef); and Orpheus Island, Green Island, Fitzroy Island and Lizard Island (Northern Great Barrier Reef). Of these, Lady Elliot, Heron and Lizard islands offer the best snorkelling straight off the beach.

SAFEGUARDING THE REEF

It’s no secret that the reef faces unprecedented challenges in the face of the climate crisis; at the time this book went to press, scientists were bracing for another bleaching event. But you only need to don a snorkel to discover that it’s far from 'dead'. The outer reef tends to offer the best snorkelling and diving. Operators generally visit healthier sections where bleaching and other damage (for example, from cyclones) is minimal to unnoticeable. Healthy coral can come in shades of olive, green, brown, tan and pale yellow – check with the onboard marine biologist (all good operators have one) before jumping to conclusions.

Every visitor to the reef can play a role in its protection by uploading images and observations (such as the location of invasive crown-of-thorns starfish) via the Eye on the Reef app, which is monitored by scientists. A growing number of operators offer their own citizen-science projects, such as Fitzroy Island’s full-day Marine Conservation Program and the marine-biologist-for-a-day program offered by Passions of Paradise, which also operates from Cairns (Gimuy). Read up on responsible reef tourism at ww2.gbrmpa.gov.au/access/responsible-reef-practices.



When to Go

High season

High season on the reef is from June to November, which coincides with the best underwater visibility.

Wet season

From December to March, northern Queensland (north of Townsville) has its wet season, bringing oppressive heat and abundant rainfall (it’s cooler from July to September).

Stinger season

Stinger (jellyfish) season is between November and May; most reef operators offer Lycra stinger suits to snorkellers and divers, or bring your own.

Other times

Winter (June to August) can be pleasantly warm, but you will occasionally need a jumper (sweater). Anytime is generally good to visit the Whitsundays and the Southern Great Barrier Reef (between Yeppoon and Lady Elliot Island).



BOAT EXCURSIONS

Unless you’re staying on a coral-fringed island, you’ll need to join a boat excursion to experience the reef’s real beauty. Day trips leave from many places along the coast, as well as from island resorts, and typically include the use of snorkelling gear, snacks and a buffet lunch, with scuba diving an optional extra. On some boats, naturalists or marine biologists present talks on the reef’s ecology.

Boat trips vary dramatically in passenger numbers, type of vessel and quality – which is reflected in the price – so get all the details before committing. When selecting a tour, consider the vessel (motorised catamaran or sailing ship), the number of passengers (from six to 400), what extras are offered and the destination. The outer reefs are usually more vibrant. Inner reefs often show signs of damage from humans and coral-eating crown-of-thorns starfish. Coral bleaching is a major issue in the far northern sections of the reef. Some operators offer the option of a trip in a glass-bottom boat or semisubmersible.

Many boats have underwater cameras for hire, although you’ll save money by hiring these on land (or using your own). Some boats also have professional photographers on board who will dive and take high-quality shots of you in action.


MAINLAND GATEWAYS

Here’s a brief overview of the gateways and the reef experiences they offer, from south to north:

Bundaberg

Excellent day and overnight tours to Lady Musgrave Island’s coral lagoon (diving available), plus flights to Lady Elliot Island.

Agnes Water & Town of 1770

Snorkelling tours to Lady Musgrave Island and diving in the Capricorn Bunker area.

Gladstone

Boat and heli transfers to Heron Island resort and Wilson Island glamping.

Yeppoon

Snorkelling day tours to Keppel Bay Islands National Park.

Mackay

Snorkelling tours to local islands, including Brampton and Keswick; outer reef diving available by private charter.

Airlie Beach

The big attraction is spending several days aboard a boat and seeing some of the Whitsundays’ fringing coral reefs. Outer reef trips on big boats also available.

Townsville

Diving the wreck of the SS Yongala and snorkelling or diving the Museum of Underwater Art (particularly the outer-reef Coral Greenhouse) are highlights. Boats tend to be smaller (read: bumpier).

Mission Beach

This small, relaxed town offers a few snorkelling and diving tours to the outer reef.

Cairns

The main launching pad for reef tours, with myriad operators offering everything from affordable day trips on large boats to intimate multiday luxury charters. Lizard Island is reached by small plane from Cairns.

Port Douglas

Higher-end gateway to the Low Isles and Agincourt Reef, one of the nicer sections of the outer reef. Plenty of activities and operators to choose from.



LIVEABOARDS

If you’re eager to do as much diving as possible, a liveaboard is an excellent option, as you’ll do three dives per day, plus some night dives, all in more remote parts of the Great Barrier Reef. Trip lengths vary from one to 12 nights. The three-day/three-night voyages, which allow up to 11 dives (nine day and two night dives), are among the most common.

Some boats offer specialist itineraries, following marine life and events such as minke whales or coral spawning, or offer trips to less-visited spots like the far northern reefs, Pompey Complex, Coral Sea Reefs or Swain Reefs. Go with operators who are Dive Queensland (dive-queensland.com.au) members – this ensures they follow a minimum set of guidelines. Ideally, they’ll also be accredited by Ecotourism Australia (ecotourism.org.au).

Popular departure points for liveaboard dive vessels, along with the main locales they visit, are: Bundaberg (the Bunker Island group, including Lady Musgrave Island and Lady Elliot Island, possibly Fitzroy Reef, Llewellyn Reef and the rarely visited Boult Reef, or Hoskyn Islands and Fairfax Islands); Airlie Beach (the Whitsundays, Knuckle Reef and Hardy Reef); Townsville (SS Yongala wreck, plus canyons of Wheeler Reef and Keeper Reef); Cairns (Cod Hole, Ribbon Reefs, the Coral Sea and possibly far northern reefs); and Port Douglas (Osprey Reef, Cod Hole, Ribbon Reefs, Coral Sea and possibly the far northern reefs).
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SAFE DIVING

Your last dive should be completed 24 hours before flying – even in a balloon or for a parachute jump – to minimise the risk of residual nitrogen in the blood that can cause decompression injury. It’s fine to dive soon after arriving by air.

Find out whether your insurance policy classifies diving as a dangerous-sport exclusion. For a nominal annual fee, the Divers Alert Network (diversalertnetwork.org) provides insurance for medical or evacuation services required in the event of a diving accident.
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LEAVE ONLY BUBBLES

The Great Barrier Reef may be big, but it’s incredibly fragile. Follow these easy steps to minimise your impact:

• It is an offence to damage or remove coral in the marine park.

• If you touch or walk on coral, you’ll damage it (and probably get some nasty cuts).

• Don’t touch or harass marine animals, and don’t enter the water near a dugong.

• If you have a boat, be aware of the rules in relation to anchoring around the reef.

• If you’re diving, check that you’re weighted correctly before entering the water, maintain good buoyancy control and ensure that equipment such as secondary regulators aren’t dragging over the reef.

• Wear reef-safe sunscreen, or hire a wetsuit or a ‘rashie’.

• Watch where your fins are – try not to stir up sediment or disturb coral.

• Take all litter away with you – even biodegradable materials like apple cores – and dispose of it back on the mainland.




Best Great Barrier Reef Island Camping

Whitsunday Islands

Nearly a dozen beautifully sited camping areas, scattered on Hook, Whitsunday, South Molle and Lindeman islands.

Capricornia Cays

Camping available on three separate coral cays – Masthead Island, North West Island and Lady Musgrave Island.

Dunk Island

On the Cassowary Coast, it's easy to get to, with good swimming, kayaking and hiking.

Fitzroy Island

Resort and national park camping, with short walking trails through bush, and coral just off the beaches.

Frankland Islands

Coral-fringed islands with white-sand beaches await, just south of Cairns.

Lizard Island

Astonishing beaches, magnificent coral and abundant wildlife; visitors mostly arrive by plane.

Orpheus Island

Secluded island (accessible by air) with pretty tropical forest and superb fringing reef.







THE FOOD SCENE


Food critics claim there has never been a better time to eat out in Australia. Dig in, and you’ll soon find out why.
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We hope you’ve packed your appetite, because you’re going to want to take a seriously big bite out of Australia. With 87% of the population living by the coast, relaxed coastal dining reigns supreme, but this can mean anything from fish ‘n’ chips on the beach to a multicourse extravaganza served in a fancy restaurant overlooking the sea. Local seafood is ever-present on menus, from barramundi in northern Australia to fresh oysters plucked from the South Coast of New South Wales, also known as Australia’s Oyster Coast. And there’s no shortage of land-based proteins either, including opportunities to sample kangaroo, wallaby, crocodile and even emu, paired with farm-fresh local produce.

Chefs across the region are increasingly looking to their local backyards to highlight hyperlocal produce, including punchy native ingredients harvested by First Nations peoples for millennia. Fermenting and pickling has also taken off across the country, adding another element of zing to menus flavoured by the four corners of the planet.

An Evolving Cuisine

Australians have been borrowing bits from other cuisines since well before the British arrived (with Makassan traders thought to have introduced blachan, the spicy fermented shrimp paste that remains a staple in Darwin kitchens) to create a food culture that can’t really be pinned down, because it’s always changing and evolving. While meat-and-three-veg largely ruled modern dinner tables until the 1940s, the mass arrival of emigrants from postwar Europe, Southeast Asia and beyond sparked an era of culinary experimentation that never ended. Sit down at any contemporary fine-dining restaurant, and the menu will invariably feature cooking techniques or entire dishes borrowed from a dozen different nations – with a subtle Australian twist.

Native Ingredients

It wasn’t until relatively recently that modern Australia began to fully embrace its native bounty – a trend buoyed by the growing number of First Nations chefs heading up Australia’s kitchens, from Torres Strait Islander chef Nornie Bero of Melbourne’s Mabu Mabu to the eponymous Bundjalung chef behind Sydney’s Midden by Mark Olive. From the citrussy tang of Davidson plum to the intense spicy hit of pepperberry, many native ingredients have a distinctive punch that can elevate a dish quite unlike any foreign condiment. Other native ingredients commonly found on menus include saltbush, lemon myrtle, finger lime, wattleseed and warrigal greens.

Vegetarians, Vegans & Food Intolerances

There has never been a better time to be a plant-based traveller in Australia, where many restaurants have introduced entire degustation menus catering to vegetarians and vegans. Farmers markets are ubiquitous, and great places to pick up fresh produce. Australia’s love of dairy products can make eating out as a vegan slightly more challenging at times, but most restaurants can cater to your needs, especially in urban centres. Food intolerances from gluten to nuts are increasingly well managed.
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FOOD & DRINK FESTIVALS

Melbourne Food & Wine Festival (melbournefoodandwine.com.au; March) Take your pick from over 300 foodie events hosted across the city over 10 days.

Taste of Summer (tasteofsummer.com.au; December–January) Coinciding with the Sydney to Hobart yacht race, this celebration of Tassie food, drink and music sees waterfront streets blocked off for foodie festivities.

Tasting Australia (tastingaustralia.com.au; May) The country’s longest-running food festival takes over Adelaide’s Victoria Sq for 10 mouthwatering days.

Lovedale Long Lunch (lovedalelonglunch.com.au; May) Gourmands are invited to discover the delights of the NSW Hunter Valley over progressive lunch experiences across two days.

Truffle Kerfuffle (trufflekerfuffle.com.au; June) The black gold of Manjimup in Western Australia is celebrated over an aromatic winter weekend.
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Local Specialities


Dare to Try

Witchetty grub These protein-rich outback grubs taste like eggs when cooked. Can also be eaten raw.

Crocodile Tastes a bit like chicken crossed with swordfish.

Green ants Bite off the abdomen for a citrus burst, or steep ants in boiling water to make a lemony tea.

Vegemite Spread lightly: the strong umami flavour of this popular breakfast spread can take some getting used to.

Dagwood dog This nostalgic festival staple is a hot dog on a stick, dipped in batter, then deep-fried in hot oil.

Baked beans and cheese jaffle Toasted sandwich; or use tinned spaghetti for this popular budget meal.

Sweet Treats

Lamington Square of sponge cake coated in chocolate sauce and rolled in coconut.

Vanilla slice Aka the ‘snot block’ – a bakery staple made with vanilla custard and puff pastry.

Anzac biscuits Sweet biscuits originally sent to soldiers abroad because the ingredients, including rolled oats and golden syrup, kept well.

Cherry Ripe Cadbury chocolate bar made with cherries and coconut covered in dark chocolate.

Tim Tams Milk-chocolate-covered biscuits made for hot-drink dunking.

Fairy bread Kids’ party food dish consisting of white bread with margarine and rainbow sprinkles called ‘hundreds and thousands’.

[image: jpg]

Vegemite | AMY SHEEHAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Best Australian Dishes

AVOCADO ON SOURDOUGH

The king of Aussie brunch dishes, best paired with poached eggs.

FISH ‘N’ CHIPS

Battered or grilled, with chips (fries), salad, tartare sauce and lemon.

SAUSAGE SANGA

Barbecued beef sausage in bread, topped with onions and tomato sauce (ketchup).

MEAT PIE

Bakery staple with choices spanning plain beef to Thai chicken curry.

CHICKEN PARMIGIANA

Breaded chicken topped with tomato pasta sauce and cheese.

PAVLOVA

Meringue cake topped with tropical fruit, synonymous with summer celebrations.

SALT ‘N’ PEPPER SQUID

Crunchy, lightly deep-fried calamari, served with lemon and aïoli.

LOT BURGER

Beef patty, bacon, cheese, lettuce, tomato, beetroot, egg and grilled pineapple.




MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Brae It’ll cost you, but experiencing one of Australia’s hottest regional restaurants, located on an organic farm in Victoria’s hinterland, comes with mega bragging rights.

Tali Wiru Combined with a didgeridoo performance and Aboriginal storytelling, this alfresco dune-top dining experience is a wonderful way to experience Uluru.

Quay Helmed by legendary chef Peter Gilmore, this Sydney harbourside fine diner matches peerless views with boundary-pushing contemporary cuisine.

Wildflower The creation of every dish at this Perth degustation restaurant honours the six seasons of the Noongar calendar. The two-course lunch offers a more affordable taste.




THE YEAR IN FOOD
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SPRING

Asparagus is cheap, and ricotta-stuffed zucchini flowers are a seasonal entrée highlight. It’s also a top time to try wild-caught barramundi, mud crab, king prawns and Moreton Bay bug (slipper lobster).
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SUMMER

Stone fruits, including mangoes, nectarines and cherries, hit market shelves in the lead-up to Christmas. Sydney Rock oysters are at their peak and, if you’re lucky, you might get to sample bunya nuts.
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AUTUMN

Strawberries are switched for Hass avocados (the most popular variety), and an abundance of mushrooms, pumpkins, beans and herbs inspire warming dishes.
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WINTER

Hearty winter menus showcase freshly harvested truffles, rhubarb, spinach, broccoli, cauliflower and oranges alongside heavier proteins like beef, duck and lamb.






How to… Embrace Bush Tucker

Known as bush tucker or bush foods, there are more than 5000 edible plant species in Australia. Australia’s First Nations people have been dining out on the landscape for millennia, guided by the seasons and 65,000 years of ancestral knowledge. These native ingredients are now increasingly turning up on restaurant menus in innovative ways, as chefs around the country seek to elevate their dishes with the punchy, distinctive flavours of the Aussie bush.
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BUSH TUCKER DECODER

Lemon myrtle
The herbaceous, lemony leaves can be used to flavour everything from cakes to tea.

Davidson plum
Intensely tart fruit perfect for relishes, jams, yogurts and ice creams.

Pepperberry
Punchy native peppercorn that becomes sweeter and less spicy when cooked for longer.

Finger lime
The fruit’s ‘pearls’ pop in the mouth with a burst of sweet-tart flavours.

Warrigal greens
Native spinach, with a slightly bitter flavour.

Saltbush
The salty, herbaceous leaves add depth of flavour to fish, meat and vegetable dishes.

Wattleseed
Used like poppyseeds, these ubiquitous seeds have a rich, nutty flavour.



Seasonal Bounty

Indigenous groups living in different environments and climatic zones across the country observe unique seasonal calendars, all of which have associated plant and animal seasonal markers. The Noongar people in Western Australia’s southwest observe six seasons, for example, while the Kuku Yalanji people of Queensland’s Daintree region recognise five main seasons.

Thought to be the world’s first bakers, Australia’s First Nations people have developed complex systems for harvesting and preparing native foods that are otherwise unpalatable or even poisonous. It’s for this reason that foraging without an expert guide in Australia is not recommended. Indigenous-guided bush tucker tours are among the most memorable (and safe) ways to sample Australia’s native bounty.

Native Protein

Bush tucker also encompasses a variety of seafood and native game meat. Wild kangaroo and farmed crocodile are the most widely available meats, and both can be delicious when cooked correctly, which can take a little practice. Like many native meats, kangaroo is so lean that all it needs is a light searing. Boutique farms in some states also produce emu meat (which tastes more like beef than poultry), while Tasmania is the only state where it is legal to harvest wallaby. Some Indigenous groups are exempt from laws prohibiting the harvest of protected species for cultural reasons; you won’t see these on restaurant menus.





THE OUTDOORS


Australian culture is geared around the great outdoors, offering some of the world’s most memorable opportunities to step outside.
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Blessed with a warm and sunny climate, thousands of beaches and hundreds of national parks, as well as a vast outback to explore, Australia was made for outdoor adventures. There are hidden beaches to uncover, tropical reefs to snorkel and dive, and even snowcapped mountains to ski and snowboard. Coastal national parks teeming with wildlife are laced with bushwalking and biking trails, Indigenous tourism experiences from the outback to the coast invite travellers to get hands-on, and more adventurous travellers can sign up for an array of thrills and spills.

The Life Aquatic

Australia was made for days on the beach. But you don’t even need to get sandy to enjoy the spectacular coastal landscape. Sailing tours in the calm waters of Sydney and the Whitsundays are a great way to soak up the sunshine and coastal views; flightseeing and glass-bottom boat tours offer a glimpse of the Great Barrier Reef; and whale-watching tours on the East and West Coasts get you up close to the gentle giants of the sea. Opportunities for kayaking in rivers and the sea also abound. Most travellers will agree that diving right in is the best way to experience Australia’s aquatic playground, with the best surfing beaches found in southeast Queensland, New South Wales, southern Western Australia and on Victoria’s Surf Coast. While beach swimming is off-limits outside designated croc-free areas of northern Australia, the Great Barrier Reef can be visited year-round, and there are some seriously idyllic freshwater waterholes to uncover across the tropical north and beyond.

Walking & Hiking

Australia is a hiker’s utopia, with thousands of trails crisscrossing its rich collection of well-maintained and highly protected national parks. A growing network of urban coastal trails also offer an accessible breath of fresh air, many of them suitable for wheelchairs and prams.

If you’re self-driving, you’ll need a parks pass to park in national parks in some states and territories – check official websites before you go. Camping fees also apply in most parks, with an online reservation typically required (expect basic facilities). Serious hikers can choose from a diverse range of multiday epics across the country, including Victoria's newly created Grampians Peaks Trail. Familiarise yourself with bushwalking safety before you set off along any trail.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Climb aboard a wintertime whale-watching boat trip at dozens of locations along the east and west coasts, including Bremer Bay.

Learn about Indigenous connections to the Australian landscape as a family on an Indigenous-guided tour in the Daintree region.

Coo over little penguins, koalas, kangaroos and other wildlife at Phillip Island Nature Parks.

Seek out waterfalls and waterholes in Litchfield National Park for a thrilling day out from Darwin with older kids.

Go wild-koala-spotting in Lismore , Port Stephens and Port Macquarie or get a close-up at koala sanctuaries in these North Coast NSW destinations.



Cycling & Mountain Biking

Australia’s relatively flat coastline and picturesque countryside lends beautifully to cycling. While urban cycleways are still a work in progress, particularly in big cities, recent years have seen considerable investment in making Australia more cycling-friendly. Bike-sharing schemes are available in capital cities as well as some regional centres, e-bike tours proliferate, and disused rail trails across the country have been transformed into trails for cyclists and walkers. And while Tasmania may be the home of mountain biking (MTB), the mainland states also offer a rich collection of MTB parks and trails. Bicycle helmets are a legal requirement nationwide.
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BEST SPOTS

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see the map.




More Outdoor Thrills

CROC CRUISES

Eyeball an apex predator on a croc-spotting cruise in Kakadu or the Daintree region.

SHARK DIVING

Swim among docile grey nurse sharks in South West Rocks, or in a cage alongside great whites in the Neptune Islands.

SEAL SNORKELLING

Swim among the playful fur seals of Barunguba Montague Island or the sea lions that cavort off Port Lincoln.

KAYAKING

Glide across Lord Howe Island’s coral lagoon and the dugong-filled waters of Shark Bay.

RAFTING

Embark on a multiday rafting expedition on the Franklin River, deep in the Tasmanian Wilderness.

STAND-UP PADDLEBOARDING

Soak up Gumbaynggirr culture on a Coffs Coast creek paddle with Wajaana Yaam Adventure Tours.

ROAD TRIPS

Drive the Great Ocean Road or get a taste for Australia's 4WD adventures on the Bloomfield Track.







ACTION AREAS


Where to find Australia’s best outdoor activities.
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AUSTRALIA

THE GUIDE


Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Sydney & Surrounds
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OZ’ GLEAMING EMERALD CITY


Not the shy and retiring type, Sydney is more than happy to show off; bedazzling visitors with its glistening harbour, golden beaches and gregarious attitude.



Compared with the rest of Australia, Sydney (Warrane) is what might in today’s slang be described as ‘extra’. Bodies are more buffed here, heels are higher, contact sports more brutal, starlets shinier and drag queens glitzier. Visitors find it an easy place to love, and its sunny attitude infectious.

For a city of 5.3 million people, Sydney is surprisingly wild. National parks line its edges and penetrate right into its core. Great swathes of the harbour are still fringed with bush, and native critters turn up when you least expect them. Oversized spiders scuttle across car dashboards, possums rattle over suburban roofs, water dragons rustle through parks, cockatoos bleat from railings and great clouds of flying foxes glide by at twilight.

Yet make no mistake, Sydney is no slouch on the urban front either. A lively bar scene encompasses everything from 19th-century pubs to swanky rooftop cocktail bars and massive beachfront beer gardens. The dining industry has been spiced up by large migrant communities (40% of Sydneysiders were born overseas), resulting in a vast variety of cuisines on offer.

While highbrow arts may not be the first thing that springs to mind when you think of Australia, it’s not a complete accident that the most recognisable symbol of Sydney is an opera house. World-class theatre, music and dance are performed here every night, and the city has many prominent art galleries, large and small.

Aboriginal culture is slowly starting to take a prominent place in public institutions and, increasingly, in everyday Sydney life. Warrane (the original name for Sydney Cove, but now starting to be used more broadly to refer to the entire city) became ground zero for the British colonisation of Australia in 1788, and it’s broadly acknowledged that this was very much to the detriment of the local Indigenous people. Learning about their stories – along with those of the convicts that were unceremoniously dumped on their land – helps to fill in the picture about what makes this flashy, sometimes frivolous, always fabulous city so unique.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CIRCULAR QUAY & THE ROCKS

Historic-laden harbourside showpiece.

CITY CENTRE

Sydney’s high-rise heart.

DARLING HARBOUR & HAYMARKET

Waterfront attractions and Chinatown.

KINGS CROSS, POTTS POINT & WOOLLOOMOOLOO

City-fringe neighbourhoods with edge.

DARLINGHURST, SURRY HILLS & PADDINGTON

LGBTIQ+ bars and great restaurants.

BONDI & THE EASTERN BEACHES

Famous beaches and dramatic cliffs.

NEWTOWN & THE INNER WEST

Globetrotting food and bohemian nightlife.

NORTH SHORE

Beaches, creatures and harbour views.

MANLY & THE NORTHERN BEACHES

World-famous urban-surfing breaks.

BLUE MOUNTAINS

Hazy days and cosy nights.

ROYAL NATIONAL PARK

Wilderness and rugged beaches.




Find Your Way


Sydney’s suburbs sprawl all the way to the national parks that enclose it, but most places of interest cluster along the coastline and the fringes of the city centre. Central Sydney can easily be explored on foot, with excellent public transport connections getting you anywhere else you may like to go.
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Plan Your Days


Fuel up at one of the city’s acclaimed cafes before diving headfirst into Sydney’s star attractions. Head to the beach in the afternoon, then freshen up for nocturnal adventures.
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Day 1

Morning

• Start in Circular Quay for your first wide-eyed glimpses of the absolute icons of the city: Sydney Harbour Bridge and Sydney Opera House. Circle the latter and wander through the Royal Botanic Garden to the Art Gallery of NSW.

Afternoon

• Catch a ferry to Watsons Bay, where you can walk to South Head, cool off at Camp Cove and watch the sunset from the beer garden of Watsons Bay Boutique Hotel.

Evening

• Head to Surry Hills for a taste of Sydney’s best dining neighbourhood, then indulge in some bar hopping.





Day 2

Morning

• Kick off in the city centre with our walking tour of Victorian George Street. Continue up Martin Place to Macquarie Street and pause to visit Hyde Park Barracks, St James’ Church and St Mary’s Cathedral. Take a stroll through Hyde Park to the ANZAC Memorial.

Afternoon

• Take the bus along Oxford St to Bondi Beach for an afternoon alternating between sand, surf and sustenance at nearby cafes and bars. If you’ve still got energy, tackle the Bondi to Coogee Coastal Walk.

Evening

• Wind up wining and dining in Newtown.




Day 3

Morning

• Take a look around Chinatown before continuing down past the Chinese Garden of Friendship to Darling Harbour. Trace the waterline to Barangaroo and on to Walsh Bay and The Rocks. Learn more about the area’s history (pre- and postcolonial) at the Rocks Discovery Museum.

Afternoon

• Catch the ferry to Manly for an afternoon spent pretty much like yesterday’s in Bondi. Swap beaches if you get restless.

Evening

• Finish up in Kings Cross, Sydney’s most notorious nightlife precinct. There’s excellent dining to be found around neighbouring Potts Point.



YOU’LL ALSO WANT TO…

Away from the famous sights, Sydney has some surprises. From football to drag shows to natural swimming pools, buckle up and jump on in.

WATCH THE FOOTY

Experience Sydney’s favourite game at a National Rugby League (NRL) match at Allianz Stadium .
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MEET WILD AUSSIES

Encounter Australian critters by the harbour at Taronga Zoo, Wild Life and Sea Life.
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SOAK IN A BOGEY HOLE

Saltwater pools (aka bogey holes) are common along the Sydney coast; surf-washed Mahon Pool is a doozy.
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PUSH YOUR BOUNDARIES

Galleries such as White Rabbit and Artspace nibble at the edges of contemporary art.
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EXPLORE SYDNEY’S MUSIC SCENE

See what’s on at Oxford Art Factory, Enmore Theatre and dozens of other venues.
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SEE SOME DRAG SHOWS

Classic movie Priscilla kicked off at the Imperial Erskineville, where drag shows are still a staple.
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HEAD TO THE MOUNTAINS

A favourite escape for locals, the Blue Mountains offers cooler temperatures and extravagant scenery.
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Circular Quay & the Rocks

HISTORIC-LADEN HARBOURSIDE SHOWPIECE


Bookended by the two architectural icons of the city – the Opera House and Harbour Bridge – Circular Quay is a logical starting point for Sydney explorations. It’s the gateway to Sydney Harbour, with a constant stream of distinctive green-and-yellow ferries coming and going from its five busy wharves.

Known to the Gadigal people as Warrane, it was here, in 1788, that the ragtag First Fleet unloaded its cargo of convicts, renaming it Sydney Cove in the process. The rugged headland called Tallawoladah to the west eventually grew into the gritty harbourside neighbourhood known as The Rocks. Once an unsanitary slum, it’s now one of the city’s premier tourist areas. On weekends, The Rocks Markets fill the bottom end of George St, with stallholders peddling handicrafts and street food.

The heritage precinct extends west to Dawes Point and Millers Point, incorporating a performing arts enclave centred on the revitalised Edwardian wharves of Walsh Bay.


GETTING AROUND

A car is a burden in these parts, as traffic crawls and parking is expensive. The best way to explore this compact area is on foot, although you will have to contend with hills around The Rocks. The only train station is at Circular Quay; several bus routes terminate here, as does the light rail.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Rocks Discovery Museum

2 Royal Botanic Garden

3 Sydney Harbour Bridge

4 Sydney Opera House

SIGHTS

5 Customs House

6 Garrison Church

7 Government House

8 Justice & Police Museum

9 Museum of Contemporary Art

10 Pylon Lookout & Museum

11 SH Ervin Gallery

12 Susannah Place

13 Walsh Bay

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14 BridgeClimb

15 Sydney Observatory

16 The Rocks Walking Tours

SLEEPING

17 Four Seasons Hotel

18 Hotel Palisade

19 Lord Nelson Brewery Hotel

20 Park Hyatt

21 Pier One

22 Sir Stamford

EATING

23 6Head

24 Aria

25 Bennelong

26 Dutch Smuggler

27 Fine Food Store

28 Malay-Chinese

29 Quay

30 Zini

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

31 Argyle

32 Australian Hotel

33 Blu Bar on 36

34 Doss House

35 Endeavour Tap Rooms

36 Fortune of War

37 Glenmore Hotel

38 Harts Pub

see 18 Henry Deane

39 Hero of Waterloo

40 Opera Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

41 Roslyn Packer Theatre

42 Wharf Theatres

SHOPPING

43 The Rocks Markets
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The City of Sydney operates a tourist information desk in the old Customs House, which is well stocked with maps and brochures, including self-guided walking tours. It’s worth calling in just to check out the building (completed in 1885) and the fascinating 1:500 model of the inner city under the glass floor.



Hang Out on ‘The Coathanger’

Traverse Sydney Harbour Bridge

Before the Opera House was built, Sydney Harbour Bridge was the defining emblem of the city. Stretching for 1149m, it connects Dawes Point on the city side to Milsons Point on the North Shore via a footpath on its eastern side, a bike path on the west, and a roadway and train tracks along the centre. Even today it’s the heftiest steel arch bridge in the world, weighing 52,800 tonnes.

To learn more about its construction and to enjoy the views from the top, climb to the Pylon Lookout & Museum housed in the southeastern pylon (admission $25, accessed from the bridge’s footpath). The views more than justify the 200-plus steps to the top.

However, the very best views are saved for the daredevils undertaking the BridgeClimb. Various climbs are on offer, taking between 2½ and 3½ hours (including time spent getting suited, harnessed and briefed). All of them head to the apex of the arch, 134m above Sydney Harbour. An interesting option is the Burrawa Aboriginal Climb Experience, led by an Indigenous storyteller.

For those prone to vertigo, the scariest part is crossing the mesh catwalk underneath the bridge; once you get onto the actual arch the track is wide enough that you don’t see straight down. The other scary part is the price, ranging from $268 to $424 for an adult (you’ll pay a premium for a dawn or twilight climb).





TOP EXPERIENCE
Sydney Opera House


One of the most recognisable buildings in the world, Sydney Opera House adds extra sparkle to an already dazzling harbour. It gazes confidently out to sea from its perch on Bennelong Point, brazenly accepting the adulation of its many adoring fans. The captivating curves of its sails play tricks on admiring eyes, appearing simultaneously bigger and smaller than you may have imagined.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code to book tickets to shows/tours.
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Drama in the Making

The creation of Sydney Opera House was dramatic enough to have spawned its own opera, The Eighth Wonder, which has completed three seasons at the house since its 1995 debut. The building’s tumultuous story started with an international competition, launched by the NSW premier in 1955 and won by Danish architect Jørn Utzon. His striking design of interlocking shell-like structures gives the impression of billowing sails. However, this being Australia, less reverential comparisons have been made over the years (nuns in a rugby scrum and the sexual congress of turtles, among them).

At first sight, under the summer sun, the sails appear as a dazzling expanse of solid white. But come closer and you’ll see that they’re actually clad with alternating matte-cream and glossy-white tiles, arranged in chevron patterns – nearly a million of them in total.

Construction started in 1959 and was expected to last four years, but after cost blowouts and much politicking, Utzon quit in 1966. The building was eventually opened in 1973 by a windblown Queen Elizabeth II, without any of Utzon’s original interior designs.

Utzon famously never saw the finished building. In 2004, he and his son Jan were commissioned to work on renovations to the interior, but he didn’t make it back to Sydney and died in Denmark in 2008.


DON’T MISS

The Forecourt

Concert Hall

Joan Sutherland Theatre

Utzon Room

Opera Bar

Seagull patrol

Guided tours



Beneath the Sails

Of the various performance spaces within the Opera House, the largest and grandest is the Concert Hall, with seating for 2679 people. Home to the Sydney Symphony Orchestra, it was thoroughly renovated in 2022 in preparation for the building’s 50th birthday, and its angular golden-hued interior is now looking and sounding better than ever. Its 10,000-pipe tracker-action organ is the largest of its kind in the world.

Next up, size-wise, is the 1507-seat Joan Sutherland Theatre, named after Sydney’s greatest-ever opera singer. Both Opera Australia and the Australian Ballet make themselves at home here. Three smaller theatres are tucked away downstairs: the Studio, Playhouse and Drama Theatre. Smaller ensembles also perform in the intimate Utzon Room, an open space with views over the harbour and a colourful tapestry designed by the great man himself.


Seagull Patrol

The Lower Concourse on the Circular Quay side is home to the memorable Opera Bar. A novel solution to the problem of pesky seagulls is provided by the Opera House’s happiest workers, the border collies and kelpies of the Seagull Patrol, employed to chase the birds away.



Forecourt & Broadwalks

Utzon credited Mayan and Aztec temples with his inspiration for the Monumental Steps leading up to the Opera House from the Forecourt. This large open space has played host to royalty, pop stars and a pope. Up to 6000 people can be accommodated here for ticketed events, although a charity gig by Crowded House in 1996 is said to have drawn a crowd of around 150,000.

Events are also held on the Northern and Western Broadwalks, which wrap around the Opera House and offer remarkable city and harbour views.

Tours

A range of guided tours of the building is offered, the most comprehensive being the two-hour Backstage Tour at 7am on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays (in English only, bookings essential, $190). There’s also an hour-long Architectural Tour, which kicks off at 8.15am and 10am on Saturday mornings ($45).


TOP TIPS

• Check the website for the screening times of Badu Gili, a regularly changing First Nations video-art installation projected onto the sails multiple times most evenings.

• Look out for Benny the fur seal (named after Bennelong Point), who regularly hangs out on the VIP steps leading from the water to the Northern Broadwalk.

• The Opera House is committed to accessibility, and a schedule of Access Events is offered, including audio-described, sign-language-interpreted and captioned performances.

• An hour-long Mobility Tour is offered at 11.30am and 2.45pm daily.






History Amid the Greenery

Explore the Royal Botanic Garden

Mere metres away from the high-rise heart of Sydney, this large expanse of lawns, tree-shaded lanes and formal botanical collections provides a welcome break from the big-city buzz. On weekday lunch breaks, office workers can be spotted jogging the paths or just escaping their coworkers in quiet corners. On weekends, groups of friends congregate for picnics, parents let their toddlers off the leash and young lovers canoodle in shady nooks.

The Royal Botanic Garden sprawls along Farm Cove, the next bay over from the Opera House. It was here, in 1788, that the earliest colonists attempted to plant Australia’s first European-style vegetable patch; it was a dismal failure. Now those First Farm beds are complemented by the neighbouring Cadi Jam Ora: First Encounters display, featuring native plants and boards telling the story of the local Gadigal people. There are also fascinating hour-long Aboriginal Harbour Heritage Tours and Aboriginal Bush Tucker Tours ($20, book ahead).

Other garden highlights include the wildflower meadow, succulent garden, rose garden, herb garden, Oriental garden, palm grove, fernery, Australian native rockery and Calyx, a curving glasshouse with a living wall devoted to temporary botanical displays.

After exploring the garden, continue wandering along the harbour to the tip of the neighbouring headland. Originally known as Yurong, this was an important initiation site for Gadigal men. The lawn on the city side is now the picturesque setting for OpenAir Cinema (westpacopenair.com.au), which screens movies here in January and February. Just around the point is Mrs Macquarie’s Chair, a seat carved out of the sandstone in 1810 by convicts so that Governor Macquarie’s wife, Elizabeth, could sit back and admire the views.
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BUILDING THE BRIDGE

Construction started on Sydney Harbour Bridge in 1923, overseen by chief engineer John Job Crew Bradfield (his actual given name, as unlikely as that seems). When the Great Depression kicked in six years later, the project was a major source of employment, with 1400 workers involved in its construction. The mighty arches were built outwards from both sides simultaneously. The two sides were finally bolted together in 1930, but not before 100km/h winds sent them swaying when they were only centimetres apart. Work then commenced on the granite-faced pylons; although they look like they’re shouldering most of the weight, they’re largely decorative. Two years later, on 19 March 1932, the bridge was officially opened.



AFFORDABLE EATS IN CIRCULAR QUAY & THE ROCKS

Dutch Smuggler: Delicious Indonesian-inspired toasted sandwiches and excellent coffee. 6am-4pm Mon-Fri, 8am-3pm Sat & Sun $

Zini: Modern gelateria scooping out unusual flavours alongside coffee and pastries. 8am-10pm Mon-Fri, 10am-11pm Sat, noon-10pm Sun $

Fine Food Store: Contemporary cafe with good coffee, delicious brunches and sandwiches. The outside tables are the spot to be. 7.30am-3pm $

Malay-Chinese: Serving up laksa, fried noodles, Hainanese chicken rice and spicy curries to those in the know. 11am-4.30pm Mon-Fri $


Enter into Sydney’s Colonial Past

Bijou museums exploring local life

Sydney’s story is fascinating and multilayered, and a set of free museums does an excellent job of unpeeling the onion. Hidden along a back lane, the Rocks Discovery Museum partly occupies a stone cottage built in 1844. Displays cover the history of the immediate area, starting with its original inhabitants, the Gadigal, and continuing through the arrival of convicts, the establishment of the port and the battle to preserve The Rocks’ unique heritage.

While the Discovery Museum does a good job of bringing to life the stories of local identities, Susannah Place offers an even more engaging take on working-class existence in The Rocks. Also dating from 1844, this block of four terrace houses and a corner store can be visited on free hourlong guided tours (Thursday to Sunday only, book ahead at mhnsw.au). Each of the crammed houses has been decorated to reflect a different era, with the guides sharing the stories of the real people that once lived here.

For a darker side of Sydney life, visit the Justice & Police Museum, housed in the old Water Police headquarters near Circular Quay. Gangs, bushrangers, notorious murderers and underworld figures all feature, along with a section devoted to the police themselves – with a frank overview of the force’s interactions with Indigenous Australians over the years. It’s open daily in January but only on weekends in other months.


WALSH BAY ARTS PRECINCT

Before the arrival of container shipping saw the working harbour move to Botany Bay, the wharves of Walsh Bay were Sydney’s busiest. The elegant Federation-era piers have since become home base for some of the city’s most acclaimed arts organisations. Chief among them is the prestigious Sydney Theatre Company, which has complemented its two Wharf Theatres with the custom-built Roslyn Packer Theatre across the road.

Sydney Dance Company, Australia’s top contemporary ensemble, has its own Wharf Studios but also uses Roslyn Packer for performances. Lauded as the nation’s leading Aboriginal arts company, Bangarra Dance Theatre is based at the wharf but performs all over the country. The Australian Theatre for Young People also has a home here.



FINE DINING IN CIRCULAR QUAY & THE ROCKS

Aria: Refined restaurant with faultless service and windows staring straight at the Opera House. 5.30-11pm Mon-Sat, plus noon-3pm Thu-Sat $$$

Quay: Australia’s highest-rated restaurant matches peerless views with boundary-pushing cuisine. 6-11pm Wed-Sun, plus noon-3pm Sat & Sun $$$

Bennelong: Chef Peter Gilmore helms the restaurant under the sails of Sydney Opera House. 5.30-11pm Wed-Sat, plus noon-3pm Sat & Sun $$$

6Head: Steakhouse in one of the Campbell’s Stores buildings, with views to the Opera House. 5-9.30pm Mon, noon-10.30pm Tue-Sun $$$




Roaming Around The Rocks
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Start at 1 First Fleet Park and walk past the striking 2 Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) building to 3 Cadman’s Cottage, inner-city Sydney’s oldest surviving house (built in 1816).

Take Argyle St up to 4 George Street and turn left to admire its strip of old shops and pubs. The 5 Suez Canal, on the right, provides an entry point into a network of tiny lanes. The name is a play on ‘sewers’ and a reference to its narrow size, tapering to less than 1m at the George St end. It was once a lurking point for a notorious Victorian-era street gang known as The Rocks Push.

Follow the lane to Harrington St and turn right to return to Argyle St. Continue up through the 6 Argyle Cut, a canyon-like stretch of road carved through the sandstone by convict labourers between 1843 and 1867, initially using only hand tools but eventually assisted by dynamite.

The Cut pops out near the 7 Garrison Church, built in 1843. Pop in to admire the hushed interior and its colourful collection of regimental flags. Directly in front of it is 8 Argyle Place, an English-style village green lined with terraced houses.

Take the steps up 9 Observatory Hill for expansive views over the harbour. The colony’s first windmill was built here in 1796, which ground grain until someone stole its canvas sails and the structure was left to decay. The centrepiece of the hilltop park is copper-domed, Italianate 10 Sydney Observatory, built in 1858, which can be visited on guided nighttime tours. Note the time ball on the roof; it would drop at 1pm daily to provide an accurate time to the ships docked in the harbour.




Spectacularly Illuminated Landmarks

Colourful wonders of Vivid Sydney

For 23 nights from mid-May, inner-city Sydney is transformed with large-scale illuminations projected onto numerous structures, including skyscrapers, Sydney Harbour Bridge and, of course, the Opera House. Vivid Sydney is an incredible spectacle and one that draws large crowds to the waterfront. While the light show is free, it’s backed up with ticketed events during the day, showcasing the work of innovative thinkers, artists, musicians and chefs.
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The Eclectic Edges of Australian Art

MCA and SH Ervin Gallery

Looking like it has been beamed in from Batman’s Gotham City, the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) occupies a prime slice of Circular Quay waterfront. Combined with the Opera House, just across the water, it provides a sophisticated riposte to Crocodile Dundee clichés of Australian life.

The majority of the gallery is free to explore, although there is often a high-profile ticketed show on offer as well. Aboriginal art features prominently, both in the permanent collection and in temporary exhibitions. Even if you’re not excited by contemporary art, it’s worth heading up to the rooftop cafe for the Opera House views.

For a broader slice of Australian art, visit the National Trust’s SH Ervin Gallery inside the old Fort St School on Observatory Hill (admission $15, closed Mondays). The building dates from 1856 and it houses a collection of Australian art through the ages. It also plays host to three annual art competitions, including the always entertaining Salon des Refusés (showcasing portraits rejected by the Archibald Prize).


THE ROCKS’ BEST WALKING TOURS

Sydney Architecture Walks

Themed small-group architecture walks with options including ‘Utzon and the Sydney Opera House’ and ‘Harbourings’ (Circular Quay to Walsh Bay).

Dreamtime Southern X

Indigenous owned and operated tours, including ‘The Rocks Aboriginal Dreaming Tour’ giving insights into traditional and contemporary Aboriginal culture.

Dave’s Tours

Various brewery, winery, distillery and bar tours are on offer, including ‘The Rocks Pub Tour’.

I’m Free

Young guides run these tours for tips, with a 90-minute stroll around The Rocks kicking off at 6pm daily.

The Rocks Walking Tours

Two daily 90-minute tours through The Rocks, replete with interesting tales.



DRINKS WITH A VIEW IN CIRCULAR QUAY & THE ROCKS

Glenmore Hotel: Downstairs it’s a nice 1920s pub, but head to the rooftop for fabulous harbour views. 11am-midnight

Henry Deane: Enjoy bridge views from this cocktail bar on the top two levels of the historic Hotel Palisade. 4-10pm Tue & Wed, noon-11pm Thu-Sun

Opera Bar: Right on Circular Quay, with the Opera House on one side and the Harbour Bridge on the other. 11am-11pm

Blu Bar on 36: The cocktails are pricey, but it’s worth heading to the top of the Shangri-La hotel for the extraordinary views. noon-11pm

Visit the Governor’s Gaff

Tour Government House’s stately rooms

Built between 1837 and 1841, the grand Gothic pile that serves as the official residence of the Governor of NSW sits within park-like grounds adjacent to the Royal Botanic Garden. Free guided tours of Government House head through the public sections of the palace, including the dining room, drawing room and ballroom, all of which are hung with grandiose royal and viceregal portraits. Tours leave on the half-hour from 10.30am to 3.30pm on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays; bring ID and register at the gatehouse.


THE FIRST FLEET

The 11 ships of the First Fleet arrived first at Botany Bay in January 1788, but the site was quickly dismissed as inappropriate due to a lack of fresh water. Instead, they continued north to a harbour that James Cook had named Port Jackson but never explored.

They eventually dropped anchor in a horseshoe bay with a freshwater stream running into it. Governor Phillip renamed it Sydney Cove, after the British Home Secretary. It was here that the motley crew of convicts, sailors, marines and officials disembarked; 1373 people in total. The convicts were allocated the rocky land to the west of the stream, while the governor and other officials pitched tents to the east.



Drinking IN THE ROCKS

Doss House: There’s a serious whisky menu at this little gem tucked away in an atmospheric basement in The Rocks. 5pm-1am Tue-Sun

Australian Hotel: This pub serves over 130 Australian craft beers and does a nice line in kangaroo and crocodile pizzas. 11am-midnight

Endeavour Tap Rooms: Microbrewery in a heritage building in the heart of The Rocks. noon-10pm Sun-Thu, 11.30am-midnight Fri & Sat

Argyle: Spread through 19th-century warehouses, with a nightclub upstairs. 5-10pm Tue, 5pm-1am Wed & Thu, 5pm-3am Fri & Sat, 2-10pm Sun

Fortune of War: Operating since 1828, this characterful bar hosts live music from Wednesday to Sunday. 9am-late

Lord Nelson Brewery Hotel: Continuously licensed since 1841, the Lord Nelson produces its own range of natural ales. 11am-11pm

Hero of Waterloo: Enter this 1843 sandstone pub to meet some locals and listen to folk and jazz bands (Friday to Sunday). 10am-11pm

Harts Pub: Converted from three Victorian terrace houses, Harts pours an extensive range of craft beers. noon-11pm Mon-Sat, to 8pm Sun




City Centre

SYDNEY’S HIGH-RISE HEART


The cavernous streets of Sydney’s Central Business District (CBD) aren’t just the preserve of besuited office workers. Even with stiff competition from suburban malls, the city centre remains Sydney’s premier retail hub, and there are plenty of excellent restaurants and bars tucked away among the skyscrapers as well.

The main artery is George St, which ditched cars in favour of light rail in 2019. Impressive buildings, new and old, are strung along its entire length. Running parallel to it, Pitt St is a prime shopping strip, especially along the pedestrianised section known as Pitt St Mall. Further east again is Macquarie St, where a row of gracious sandstone buildings harkens back to the early days of the colony. Beyond here, a green corridor formed by Hyde Park, the Domain and the Royal Botanic Garden creates breathing space between the CBD and the first of the Eastern Suburbs.
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GETTING AROUND

The city centre is flat and easily explored on foot. Public transport is excellent, and a much better option than driving. City Circle trains loop in both directions through Central, Town Hall, Wynyard, Circular Quay, St James and Museum stations, while Eastern Suburbs trains stop at Martin Place. Light rail runs along George St, and bus routes pass through as well.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Hyde Park Barracks

SIGHTS

2 ANZAC Memorial

3 Archibald Memorial Fountain

4 Art Gallery of NSW

5 General Post Office

6 Great Synagogue

7 Hyde Park

8 Parliament House

9 Queen Victoria Building

10 St Andrew’s Cathedral

11 St James’ Church

12 St Mary’s Cathedral

13 State Library of NSW

14 Sydney Conservatorium of Music

15 Sydney Hospital

16 Sydney Tower

17 Sydney Town Hall

18 The Domain

19 The Mint

SLEEPING

20 Grace Hotel

21 Little National Hotel

see 38 QT Sydney

EATING

22 Aalia

23 Azuma

24 Bentley

25 Felix

26 Mr Wong

27 Ragazzi

28 Restaurant Hubert

29 Tetsuya’s

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

30 Baxter Inn

31 Blu Bar on 36

32 Dean & Nancy on 22

see 30 Duke of Clarence

33 Eau de Vie

34 Ivy Pool Club

35 Lobo

36 Marble Bar

37 Ramblin’ Rascal

ENTERTAINMENT

38 State Theatre

SHOPPING

39 Chifley Plaza

40 David Jones

41 Myer

see 9 Queen Victoria Building

42 Strand Arcade

43 Strand Hatters

see 16 Westfield Sydney
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The CBD’s best restaurants are pricey establishments catering to the expense-account crowd. Some offer set ‘express lunch’ or ‘pretheatre’ menus, which can be a cheaper way to experience the top places. If you’re seeking a quick, inexpensive feed, head to the food courts within the shopping centres and malls.





One of Australia’s Great Galleries

Supersized Art Gallery of NSW

Nearly doubling in size in 2022 with the opening of a vast new $344 million building, the Art Gallery of NSW has never been more impressive. The setting is lovely, tucked away on the edge of the grassy expanse of The Domain, overlooking Woolloomooloo Finger Wharf. Allow half a day to do it justice, although art aficionados could easily spend longer.

The venerable South Building has a neoclassical frontage and a modern rear end. In the Grand Courts on the ground floor you’ll find historic works spanning the years 1400 to 1900. Spread between this floor and the lower one are galleries devoted to 20th-century art and the institution’s notable Asian collection. Head downstairs again for temporary exhibitions.

Adjacent to it but with a separate entrance through a glass atrium, the North Building is home to the Yiribana Gallery of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art, contemporary art (from 2000 to the present) and further temporary exhibition galleries. The most intriguing space is a subterranean WWII oil-storage tank, now a moodily lit gallery.

Admission is free (aside from special exhibitions) and free tours take place daily. On Wednesdays the doors remain open until 10pm. The gallery is well set up for wheelchair users, and there are aids available for people with low vision or colour-vision deficiency.

Elegant Edwardian Temple to Knowledge

Delve into the State Library

Even if you’re not particularly scholarly, the State Library of NSW is worth a look for the decor of the neoclassical Mitchell Wing (1910) and for its extensive free galleries. Among the more than five million tomes housed here are journals and logs by the likes of James Cook and Joseph Banks. It’s fitting, then, that explorers feature prominently in the decor, with famous expeditions depicted in the impressive bronze relief doors and a magnificent mosaic depicting Abel Tasman’s travels on the floor of the atrium. A design highlight is the light-filled reading room, clad in milky marble.

Sydney’s Most Evocative Convict Site

History-filled Hyde Park Barracks

Between 1819 and 1848, around 50,000 convicts passed through Hyde Park Barracks, which despite its refined appearance was then a miserable, overcrowded and rat-infested place. A visit to this UNESCO World Heritage Site, designed by convict architect Francis Greenway, provides a poignant insight into what life was like in the penal colony.

Admission is free and includes an audio guide, which provides all the essential background information as you take the self-directed tour. Each floor has themed displays, starting with ‘Control’ on the 2nd floor and heading down through ‘Fear’ on the 1st floor and ‘Hope’ on the ground level. Along the way, intricate dioramas tell the story of expanding colonial settlement and its devastating effect on the lives of Indigenous Australians. Artefacts also illustrate the building’s subsequent use as a women’s immigration depot and asylum. The tour ends with an inspiring set of video testimonies from Aboriginal Elders and the descendants of those who passed through these doors.


CONVICT COLONY

With the loss of its colonies in North America in 1783, Britain needed to find another place to dump its undesirables. It was Sir Joseph Banks who suggested Botany Bay, a place he had visited in 1770 as the botanist on James Cook’s famous Endeavour voyage. From 1788 until 1868, around 162,000 British and Irish convicts (men, women and sometimes their children) were transported to Australia, many for astonishingly petty crimes which nonetheless may have carried the death penalty back home. The whole colony served as an open-air gaol, with convicts put to work clearing land, constructing roads and raising buildings. When their term ended, most then stayed on in Australia as free settlers.



MOST INVENTIVE RESTAURANTS IN THE CITY CENTRE

Mr Wong: This speakeasy serves sophisticated takes on Cantonese fare, including tasty lunchtime dim sum. noon-3pm & 5.30-10pm $$$

Aalia: Interesting twists on Middle Eastern and North African dishes. Cheaper lunch and pretheatre menus offered. noon-3pm & 5.30-11pm Mon-Sat $$$

Bentley: Inventive modern Australian cuisine in chic surrounds, with native fruits lending their flavours. 6-11pm Tue-Sat, plus noon-3pm Wed-Fri $$$

Tetsuya’s: This restaurant serves degustation menus of French- and Japanese-influenced cuisine. 5.30-11pm Tue-Sat, plus noon-3pm Fri & Sat $$$

Leafy Corridor Linking Art Deco Memorials

Stroll through Hyde Park

With a broad tree-formed path running along its centre, formal Hyde Park provides a dramatic approach to the city, with fairy lights among the branches making it magical at night. Capping off the curved northern end is the over-the-top Archibald Memorial Fountain, liberally adorned with naked Greek deities and water-spouting turtles.

At the southern end, set behind a shallow Pool of Reflection, is the exquisite art deco ANZAC Memorial. It opened in 1934 to commemorate the troops of the Australia and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZACs) who fought in WWI, but has been expanded to include those who served in subsequent conflicts. In the central hall, a bronze statue of a naked fallen soldier lies under a canopy of 120,000 stars set into the domed ceiling, one for every NSW soldier who served. Downstairs there’s a military themed museum, which includes a section on the construction and symbolism of the memorial. Opened in 2018, the Centenary Extension displays soil samples from all of the NSW places of origin of WWI soldiers.

Hyde Park’s Houses of the Holy

Sydney’s most beautiful religious buildings

Facing off across the northern end of Hyde Park are a trio of exquisite places of worship dating from the first century of the colony. Between them they capture a sense of the diverse peoples who came to call Australia home.

The oldest is St James’ Church, designed by architect Francis Greenway and built by his fellow convicts between 1820 and 1824, making it Sydney’s oldest surviving church. It was originally intended as a courthouse, which explains its somewhat austere exterior. Along the way the brief changed: a steeple sprouted, the cells became a crypt, and an Anglican church appeared in its place. The interior is a simple rectangle offset with Romanesque arches and a dark-wood choir loft, and enlivened by a semicircular golden mosaic above the altar and vivid stained-glass windows.

The most spectacular of the three structures is St Mary’s Cathedral on the eastern edge of the park. Catholics arrived in Australia with the First Fleet, most of them convicts and many of them Irish, and their numbers were to swell with subsequent transportations following various Irish rebellions. It wasn’t until 1820 that Catholics were able to worship freely, and the foundation for the first St Mary’s was laid the following year. The vast 106m-long sandstone Gothic Revival cathedral that took its place was begun in 1868, consecrated in 1905 and completed in 1928, although the 75m-high spires weren’t added until 2000. The building has an unusual north–south orientation (rather than the traditional alignment facing the rising sun), meaning that in the early morning and late afternoon, the entire space is bathed in a golden light emanating through the stained-glass side windows.

The First Fleet also carried with it a small number of Jews, mostly from London’s working-class East End. The Great Synagogue on the western edge of Hyde Park was completed in 1878 and, architecturally, it’s considered to be the most important synagogue in the southern hemisphere. The building combines Romanesque, Gothic, Moorish and Byzantine elements and the interiors are exquisite, with golden stars set onto a deep-blue ceiling. Sadly, it can only be visited as part of a pricey guided tour ($400 for up to 40 people), which must be arranged a week in advance.
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THE CONVICT ARCHITECT

Francis Greenway was a notable architect working in Bath and Bristol before being sentenced to death in 1812 for forging financial documents. The sentence was commuted to transportation, and in 1814 he found himself in Australia serving a 14-year sentence. He received his first Australian commission while still on the boat. Upon arrival, he swiftly formed a close working relationship with ambitious Governor Lachlan Macquarie.

Many of the elegant Georgian buildings Greenway designed are still beloved in Sydney today, such as the Macquarie Lighthouse in Vaucluse, Hyde Park Barracks, the extravagant Government House stables block (now the Sydney Conservatorium of Music) and, especially, St James’ Church, which is widely regarded as his masterpiece.



BEST TRADITIONAL RESTAURANTS IN THE CITY CENTRE

Ragazzi: Hidden down a lane is this tiny trattoria serving pasta alongside an extensive wine list. 10.30am-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun $$

Azuma: Tucked away in Chifley Plaza, this is one of Sydney’s best traditional Japanese restaurants. 6-11pm Mon-Sat, plus noon-3pm Mon-Fri $$$

Restaurant Hubert: French fare comes in old-fashioned portions and with an old-time ambience. noon-3pm & 5pm-1am $$$

Felix: Waiters bustle about in black ties and long aprons in this faithful French bistro. noon-3pm & 5.30-10.30pm Mon-Sat, noon-9pm Sun $$$


MACQUARIE STREET

The name of this thoroughfare is synonymous locally with political machinations, as the NSW Parliament occupies one of the venerable sandstone buildings that line it. At the Hyde Park end, large statues of Queen Victoria and her consort, Prince Albert, are perched on opposite corners. Lined up on Albert’s side are Hyde Park Barracks, The Mint, Sydney Hospital, Parliament House and the State Library, while Victoria has St James’ Church.

Parliament House and The Mint were once part of the infamous Rum Hospital, built in 1816 by two merchants in return for a monopoly on rum (then Sydney’s currency). The politicians shifted here in 1829, making it the world’s oldest continually operating parliament building.



BEST SUBTERRANEAN BARS IN THE CITY CENTRE

Ramblin’ Rascal: Head downstairs to this den where indie musicians perform in suitably grungy surrounds. 5pm-1am Mon-Sat

Lobo: Step down into a prerevolution Cuban fantasy in this louche cocktail bar, with tropical wallpaper and club-style seating. 5pm-2am

Eau de Vie: Hard to find but worth the effort, this subterranean speakeasy serves excellent, adventurous cocktails. 5pm-1am Tue-Sat

Marble Bar: This ornate underground bar is a hidden jewel box, with live music every night. 5pm-midnight Mon-Sat



Victorian George Street
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Start above Town Hall Station, where two salubrious sandstone buildings share the same block. Squat 1 St Andrew’s Cathedral was built in 1868, with twin spires inspired by England’s York Minster. Its exuberant neighbour, 2 Sydney Town Hall, was completed the following year. On the next corner, positioned behind an imperious statue of its namesake (transported here from Dublin in 1987), the 3 Queen Victoria Building (QVB) takes up an entire city block. It opened in 1898 and remains the city’s swankiest shopping centre, complete with Romanesque arches and Byzantine domes. Cut through to admire its tiled floors, multiple mezzanines, stained-glass dome and the kitsch animated clocks hanging from the ceiling.

Turn right onto Market St, where you’ll find the ostentatiously ornate 4 State Theatre. Built in 1929 as a movie palace, it’s Sydney’s most beautiful theatre and an atmospheric setting for concerts, musicals and comedy shows. Check out the faux-medieval decoration in the foyer and stop to see if there’s anything interesting coming up. Turn left onto car-free 5 Pitt Street Mall, lined with shopping centres and popular brands, then cut through the gorgeous 6 Strand Arcade, built in 1891, to return to George St. Continue to Martin Place, a grand promenade lined with imposing bank and insurance buildings. It was closed to traffic in 1971, forming a terraced pedestrian mall that’s the closest thing to a main civic square that Sydney has. At its bottom end is the 7 Cenotaph, commemorating Australia’s war dead. The beautiful colonnaded building beside it is the former 8 General Post Office (GPO Sydney), built in 1874 in a style inspired by Italian Renaissance palaces. Look up to see a white-marble Queen Victoria gazing over the busy thoroughfare.



Head to the Heights

Shoot up Sydney Tower

Despite the proliferation of skyscrapers in the inner city, the 309m-tall Sydney Tower (completed in 1981 and previously called Centrepoint) is still Sydney’s highest structure.

Naturally, it’s the 360-degree vista from the 250m-high observation level (branded as Sydney Tower Eye; adults from $27 online) that is the main drawcard. Adrenalin chasers can opt to tackle the Skywalk, a guided walk along a ledge circumnavigating the roof (from $95). Despite the Westfield signage, Sydney Tower Eye is now operated by the same company that runs Sea Life, Wild Life and Madame Tussauds in Darling Harbour, meaning that there is a baffling array of combo tickets on offer. It stays open for the sunset views in the evening.

The tower also has two revolving restaurants (a mediocre buffet and a better fine-dining establishment), or you could opt to bypass Sydney Tower altogether and enjoy the less-lofty views from the bars atop some of the city’s other skyscrapers.


BEST SHOPPING CENTRES & DEPARTMENT STORES

Queen Victoria Building

The magnificent QVB features nearly 200 shops on five levels, including high-end boutiques and interesting specialist stores.

Strand Arcade

Australian designers have boutiques on the upper level, while downstairs you can pick up an Aussie classic at Strand Hatters.

Westfield Sydney

This massive complex has gobbled up Sydney Tower and a fair chunk of Pitt St Mall.

David Jones

DJs is Sydney’s premier department store, with high-quality clothing, a highbrow food court and a whole kids’ floor.

Myer

At seven storeys, Myer is one of Sydney’s largest department stores, selling fashion, beauty products, homewares and much more.



BEST SPECIALITY BARS IN THE CITY CENTRE

Duke of Clarence: A fully formed English pub, complete with overstuffed armchairs and fireplace. noon-1am Mon-Sat, to 9pm Sun

Baxter Inn: An elegant speakeasy down a dark lane where whisky’s the main poison and the friendly bar staff really know their stuff. 4pm-3am

Dean & Nancy on 22: Take the golden staircase from the 21st-floor Sky Lobby of the Adina hotel to this swanky cocktail bar. 4.30pm-late

Ivy: A trendy complex of restaurants, bars and clubs, including the glitzy Ivy Pool Club. 7.30am-late Mon-Fri, noon-late Sat & Sun




Darling Harbour & Haymarket

WATERFRONT ATTRACTIONS AND CHINATOWN


The historic docklands to the west of the city centre have been completely transformed into a dedicated entertainment precinct, with big-name tourist attractions, flashy hotels and two gargantuan casino complexes. It all kicked off with the redevelopment of Darling Harbour, timed around the bicentenary in 1988. Since then, the gentrification has spread along the waterfront in both directions, culminating in the just-out-of-its-wrapper Barangaroo enclave.

Step back from the water and things are less glitzy in the city-fringe neighbourhoods of Pyrmont, Ultimo and Haymarket. Ultimo is dominated by the University of Technology Sydney (UTS), with a profusion of statement buildings ranging in style from brutalist to the crumpled magnificence of Frank Gehry’s ‘brown paper bag’ building.

Office blocks give way to high-rise apartment blocks in Haymarket, at the southern end of the CBD. Here you’ll find Central Station, Sydney’s lively Chinatown and the atmospheric chaos of Paddy’s Markets.


GETTING AROUND

Central Station is the hub of Sydney’s public transport system, making this one of the best-connected areas in the city. Central is the only train station, but light rail heads up George St and loops around Pyrmont. Adding to the mix are buses and ferries. Some of the Darling Harbour attractions offer discounted parking at the large lots near the Convention Centre (check when you’re booking your tickets online). Alternatively, you can walk from Central to Barangaroo in 30 minutes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Australian National Maritime Museum

2 Chinatown

3 Chinese Garden of Friendship

SIGHTS

4 Cockle Bay Wharf

5 Crown Sydney

6 Golden Water Mouth

7 King Street Wharf

8 Madame Tussauds

9 Ribbon

10 Sea Life

11 Wild Life

SLEEPING

12 Pod Sydney

13 Sydney Central YHA

14 The Darling

15 Wake Up! Sydney

EATING

16 Boon Cafe

17 Chat Thai

18 Cirrus

19 Edition Roasters

20 Ho Jiak Haymarket

21 LuMi

22 Mamak

23 Sokyo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

24 Cargo

see 5 Cirq

25 Home

26 Smoke

ENTERTAINMENT

27 ARA Darling Quarter Theatre

28 Capitol Theatre

29 ICC Sydney

30 IMAX Sydney

31 Sydney Lyric Theatre

SHOPPING

32 Market City

33 Paddy’s Markets

TRANSPORT

34 Central Station
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Market City, the unglamorous shopping centre above Paddy’s Markets, is nonetheless a great spot for outlet shopping, especially for brand-name sneakers.



Wildlife by the Water

Sharks, koalas and other creatures

You can tick a whole swag of Aussie critters off your list in Darling Harbour with a visit to the trio of attractions clumped together at the city end of Pyrmont Bridge.

The best of them is Sea Life (formerly Sydney Aquarium), where you can walk through perspex tunnels under the capacious tanks while immense rays and sharks glide overhead. If you’d like to make their acquaintance, cage-less shark dives are on offer (from $329). Corals and disco-lit jellyfish add Day-Glo colour, and kids love the short boat ride through the gentoo and king penguin enclosure.

A sad turn of events has gifted Sea Life its chief attraction: the rare opportunity to see one of the few dugongs in captivity. This large marine mammal was rescued after washing up as a youngster on a Queensland beach. Attempts to return him to the wild failed, so he found a home here.

You need only head next door to meet the stars of Australian fauna that prefer dry land. Wild Life has all the famous Aussie critters – from wallabies to wombats, kangaroos to koalas, platypuses to possums – and plenty of other mammals, birds, reptiles and insects that you may not have heard of. Despite its compact size, it’s very well set out, with walk-through aviaries and enclosures allowing you to get close to the animals that are less likely to kill you.

The third attraction showcases a different kind of beast altogether. This branch of London’s famous Madame Tussauds is heavy on the Aussie quotient, featuring the likes of Kylie Minogue, Troye Sivan, Steve Irwin and the Hemsworths in hyperrealistic waxwork form. Strike a pose and take as many selfies as you like.

Tickets are cheaper online, starting from $39 for Sea Life and Wild Life, and $32 for Madame Tussauds. The same company also runs Sydney Tower Eye, and combo tickets are available in various permutations.
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BENNELONG & BARANGAROO

Early Sydney’s most well-known Indigenous couple – Bennelong and Barangaroo – first met in 1790 in Banarung (Rose Bay). Bennelong had been kidnapped the previous year by Governor Phillip, who hoped to learn from him the local people’s language and customs. Bennelong was a Wangal man, from the Inner West, while Barangaroo was Cammeraygal, from the lower North Shore – both Darug clans.

While Bennelong continued a close association with the settlers after he escaped, even travelling to London with Phillip in 1792, Barangaroo preferred to live with her own people. Phillip built a hut for Bennelong at what became Bennelong Point (where Sydney Opera House stands), while a new waterfront development has been named after Barangaroo.



BEST DINING AROUND DARLING HARBOUR

Edition Roasters: Roastery cafe with Japanese-influenced food and decor. Try the ‘onsen eggs’ on milk bread. 8am-4pm $$

Sokyo: Sokyo serves well-crafted Japanese fare, including delicious breakfasts. 7-10.30am & 5-10pm, plus noon-3pm Fri-Sun $$$

LuMi: Offering innovative degustation menus of Japanese-influenced Italian cuisine. 6-11pm Thu-Sun, plus noon-3pm Sat & Sun $$$

Cirrus: This excellent Barangaroo seafood restaurant serves well-presented dishes. 5.30-11pm Tue-Sun, plus noon-3pm Wed-Sun $$$



Wander the Waterfront
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Catch the light rail to 1 The Star stop and stroll through 2 Pyrmont Bay Park. As you enter Darling Harbour you’ll pass the 3 Welcome Wall migration monument, followed by the moored vessels that form part of the 4 Australian National Maritime Museum. Cross under 5 Pyrmont Bridge, the world’s first electric swing bridge (1902), and trace the waterline past the capacious 6 International Convention Centre (ICC) and the 7 Ribbon, a lopsided curve containing IMAX Sydney and a hotel. As you pass the restaurants and bars of 8 Cockle Bay Wharf, keep an eye out for the brolga cranes perpetually dancing in their fountain.

After scooting under Pyrmont Bridge again you’ll pass Darling Harbour’s big-ticket attractions in quick succession: 9 Sea Life, 10 Madame Tussauds and 11 Wild Life. Next up, 12 King Street Wharf is lined with still more restaurants and bars. It morphs into the still-being-developed Barangaroo complex, dominated by Sydney’s tallest skyscraper, 271m-high 13 Crown Sydney. For reasons that will be apparent, locals have dubbed it ‘Packer’s Pecker’ (it was Australian billionaire James Packer’s casino company that commissioned it). Part of the sweetener for the development was the restoration of the pre-1836 shoreline, including the creation of an artificial headland.

As you enter 14 Barangaroo Reserve, a large screen plays the 10-minute video artwork Wellama, a contemporary take on the Indigenous ritual known as ‘Welcome to Country’. Head up to 15 Stargazer Lawn on the recreated headland for views over Balmain, Goat Island and McMahons Point. Beneath it, 16 Marrinawi Cove has a shark-netted swimming area, should you fancy a dip.



Sea, Surf & Submarines

Breeze through the ‘Mu-sea-um’

Housed in a curvy building that is somewhat reminiscent of a lower-budget Opera House, the Australian National Maritime Museum (ANMM or Mu-sea-um for short) isn’t constrained by what can fit beneath its sail-like roofline. Many of the displays are docked outside in the form of tall ships, three naval vessels and other classic craft. The ‘See It All Ticket’ (adults $25) allows you to access all of the galleries and the bigger vessels, including the replica of James Cook’s HMB Endeavour, the naval destroyer HMAS Vampire and the submarine HMAS Onslow.

Exhibitions range from Indigenous seafaring to surf culture, and from immigration to ocean science. There’s plenty to fill half a day here, or you can bump it out further by booking a cruise on one of the Sydney Heritage Fleet. The most romantic craft is the James Craig, a three-masted iron barque built in England in 1874, which heads out past the heads a couple of times a month (from $160, minimum age 12).

Sea-kayaking tours with Sydney Harbour Kayaks can be booked here and depart out front.


ENTERTAINMENT VENUES

Capitol Theatre

This large, lavishly restored Haymarket theatre is home to big-budget musicals and the occasional ballet or concert.

Sydney Lyric Theatre

The high-quality 2000-seat theatre within the Star casino also stages high-profile musicals and sporadic concerts.

IMAX Sydney

It’s pricey ($38 for a standard adult ticket) but IMAX’ vast 692-sq-metre movie screen is the fourth-largest ever built.

ICC Sydney

Darling Harbour’s International Convention Centre has three performance spaces, including a 9000-seater stadium where touring bands can perform.

ARA Darling Quarter Theatre

A fully accessible home base for the award-winning Monkey Baa Theatre Company, which stages productions for young people.



BEST BARS & CLUBS AROUND DARLING HARBOUR

Smoke: Smoke delivers views and seasonal cocktails. 3-10pm Tue, 3pm-midnight Wed-Sat, 2-10pm Sun

Cirq: Hit this pricey bar on the 26th floor of Crown Sydney for cocktails and sunset views. 4pm-midnight Wed-Fri, noon-1am Sat, noon-10pm Sun

Cargo: Outdoor tables offer harbour views, while DJs transform Cargo into a club on weekends. noon-11pm Sun-Thu, 11.30am-3am Fri & Sat

Home: This Cockle Bay Wharf institution was the only Sydney club to make DJ Mag’s prestigious Top 100 Clubs list in 2023. hours vary

Chaos & Serenity in Chinatown

The heart of Chinese Sydney

Ornate paifang, ornamental archways decorated with fake bamboo tiles and guardian lions, stand at each end of the car-free section of Dixon St, marking it out as the heart of Chinatown. However, the whole of Haymarket is now a Pan-Asian dining destination, with Chinatown morphing into a tiny Koreatown (around Goulburn and George Sts) and larger Thaitown (Pitt and Campbell Sts).

On Hay St, the Golden Water Mouth sculpture provides a visual reminder of the early Chinese goldminers. Nearby Paddy’s Markets (closed Mondays and Tuesdays) is the last remnant of the historic markets that gave Haymarket its name, although these days its tightly packed stalls are more reminiscent of Southeast Asia than Victorian Sydney.

The yin to Chinatown’s yang, the gorgeous Chinese Garden of Friendship, just down the hill, epitomises peace and tranquillity. It was designed by architects from Guangzhou (Sydney’s sister city) for Australia’s bicentenary in 1988 and takes the form of a classical scholar’s garden (adult/child $12/8).
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CHINESE SYDNEY

Dixon St is actually Sydney’s third Chinatown. The first emerged in the Rocks in the late 19th century before moving to Market St and eventually landing on Dixon St in the 1920s.

The first known Chinese person to arrive in Australia came to Sydney in 1818, but it wasn’t until the 1840s that significant numbers followed, first as indentured labourers and then goldminers. They experienced considerable prejudice, with various discriminatory laws enacted aiming to restrict their numbers. What became known as the White Australia policy wasn’t completely dismantled until the 1970s.

Nowadays, nearly 12% of Sydneysiders claim some Chinese ancestry. Lunar New Year is celebrated enthusiastically in Chinatown, accompanied by food, fireworks and dragon dances.



BEST DINING IN HAYMARKET

Mamak: This Malaysian joint serves grilled satay and flaky roti. 11.30am-10pm Sun, to 2.30pm & 5.30-10pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat $

Boon Cafe: This grocery-store-turned-cafe serves sandwiches at lunch and tasty Issan-style rice and noodle dishes day and night. 8am-10pm $

Chat Thai: Expat Thais flock to what is a perpetually busy Thaitown linchpin for the authentic tastes of home. 10am-10.30pm $$

Ho Jiak Haymarket: Drawing on Penang home-cooking and street-food traditions, this is a den of flavours. 11am-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun $$




Kings Cross, Potts Point & Woolloomooloo

CITY-FRINGE NEIGHBOURHOODS WITH EDGE


Once notorious for its strip clubs, easy-to-access narcotics and well-heeled gangsters, Kings Cross has shed much of its seedy character over the last decade. It still has one of the city’s liveliest bar scenes, but bohemian cafes, chic restaurants and upmarket homeware stores are also in the mix. Truth be told, the sketchy part of the Cross was never as large as its reputation, and the densely packed suburbs of Potts Point and Elizabeth Bay that surround it have always had more than their fair share of multimillion-dollar sea-view homes.

Nestled in the bay separating Potts Point from the city centre is the historic working-class suburb of Woolloomooloo. Its backstreets have retained their social housing and the navy still has a presence here, but the heritage-listed wharf at the heart of the bay has long since been converted into a luxury hotel, restaurants and apartments.


GETTING AROUND

The most atmospheric route to Woolloomooloo is the 113-step McElhone Stairs, built in 1870 and popular with masochistic joggers. Kings Cross Station is at the centre of the strip, with regular trains to the CBD and Bondi Junction. The 311 bus from the city loops through Woolloomooloo, up through Potts Point to Elizabeth Bay and back through the heart of the Cross. Parking is difficult, so avoid bringing a car.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Elizabeth Bay House

SIGHTS

2 Artspace

3 Coca-Cola Sign

4 Fitzroy Gardens

5 McElhone Stairs

6 Woolloomooloo Finger Wharf

SLEEPING

7 Hotel 59

8 Pacific House Hostel

9 Spicers Potts Point

EATING

10 Cho Cho San

11 Fratelli Paradiso

12 Harry’s Cafe de Wheels

13 Room 10

14 Yellow

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Kings Cross Hotel

16 Old Fitzroy Hotel

17 Piccolo Bar

18 Tilbury




[image: ] TOP TIP

Much of what most people call Kings Cross falls within the suburb of Potts Point. Businesses tend to use a Potts Point address if they want to sound classy, and Kings Cross if they want to emphasise their party cred.



Bright Lights & Boozy Bars

Wander the Darlinghurst Rd strip

Technically Kings Cross is just the intersection of William St and Victoria St, where the thoroughfares named after two ‘kings’ cross (it was known as Queen’s Cross during Victoria’s reign). However, the area popularly known as Kings Cross today is centred on the busy 350m-long strip of businesses on Darlinghurst Rd that starts here.

A giant Coca-Cola sign has been flashing over the ‘Top of the Cross’ since 1974 and has become synonymous with the neighbourhood. This is actually the 2016 model; when the previous incarnation was replaced, it was auctioned off letter by letter for local homeless charity, Wayside Chapel.

As you wander past the bars, fast-food joints, porn shops and strip bars, keep an eye out for the inscriptions in the footpath offering snatches of local history. Darlinghurst Rd terminates at Fitzroy Gardens, a once-dodgy park that now hosts genteel markets on the weekends. Here you’ll find the dandelion-esque El Alamein Fountain (1961), the Cross’ other much-loved emblem.

Relic of a Salubrious Past

Step into Elizabeth Bay House

Now ringed by multistorey apartments, elegant Elizabeth Bay House (open 10am to 4pm Sundays, admission free) gives a window into a time when the colonial well-to-do were beginning to shift out of the central city, seeking a peaceful escape from the convicts and open sewers of Sydney Cove.

Built for Colonial Secretary Alexander Macleay, this gracious Greek Revival mansion was considered the finest house in the colony when it was completed in 1839. The architectural highlight is the curved, cantilevered staircase in the domed oval saloon at the centre of the house. An interesting video in one of the upstairs bedrooms tells the tragic story of how Macleay, after falling into debt, was turfed out of the house by his own ruthless son.


THE FIRST MARDI GRAS

There had been gay rights protests in Sydney before (activists were arrested in Martin Place in 1973) but the parade held on 24 June 1978 was different. Timed around the ninth anniversary of New York’s Stonewall Riots, this march had more of a carnival atmosphere. It was a Saturday night, and around 2000 revellers on Oxford St heeded the call to ‘get out of the bars and into the streets’.

After being harassed by the police for much of the route, the remaining marchers were corralled in Kings Cross, where some were beaten and 53 arrested. Their names were subsequently published in the Sydney Morning Herald, and many lost their jobs as a consequence.



BEST DINING IN POTTS POINT

Room 10: This hole-in-the-wall cafe serves simple but tasty fare to tiny tables set on a shady laneway. 7am-4pm $

Cho Cho San: The food is just as artful as the surrounds at this chic izakaya-style Japanese restaurant. 5.30-11pm Mon-Thu, from noon Fri-Sun $$

Fratelli Paradiso: A balance between cosy trattoria and upmarket restaurant, with a short market-driven menu. noon-11pm Mon-Sat $$$

Yellow: This former artists’ residence is an ambitious vegan restaurant, serving only degustation menus. 6-11pm Wed-Sun, plus noon-3pm Sat & Sun $$$

Pier, Pie Cart & Pubs

Explore Old Woolloomooloo

One of the few old port suburbs to retain some of its working-class population, Woolloomooloo is an intriguing place to explore. Beautiful Woolloomooloo Finger Wharf is the obvious starting point. Built between 1910 and 1915, it served as a wool and cargo dock before the advent of shipping containers saw it fall into disuse. It was only saved from demolition by a 2½-year demolition workers’ union ban. Despite the luxury apartments, large parts of the structure are still a public space, so feel free to wander around.

Another survivor is Harry’s Cafe de Wheels, a legendary meat-pie cart that first opened for business in 1938. In its time it has served the likes of Frank Sinatra and Colonel Sanders. An old brick goods warehouse just across the road houses Artspace, one of Sydney’s edgiest galleries.
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PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Transport NSW (transportnsw.info) operates Sydney’s train, light rail, bus and ferry network. Purchase tickets by tapping the readers with your contactless credit card, debit card or mobile device. If you’re eligible for a concession or you’d prefer to avoid international transaction fees, purchase an Opal smart card (available at the airport and many newsagencies and convenience stores) that comes preloaded with credit. You can then top up your balance at the machines at the stations.

Whether you’re using your personal card or Opal, fares cap out at $18 per day (Monday to Thursday, falling to $9 from Friday to Sunday) or $50 per week. The cap doesn’t include the Sydney Airport station access fee ($17).



BEST BARS IN KINGS CROSS & WOOLLOOMOOLOO

Piccolo Bar: Piccolo has transitioned to hip aperitivo bar but otherwise it looks much the same as it did in 1952. 6am-10pm

Kings Cross Hotel: This grand brick pub has a 1st-floor balcony bar, 3rd-floor club and 5th-floor rooftop. 10am-3.30am Mon-Sat, noon-midnight Sun

Old Fitzroy Hotel: Hidden within backstreets, this unpretentious theatre pub is a good old-fashioned boozer, with a great variety of beers on tap. noon-11pm

Tilbury: Once the dank domain of burly sailors, this old pub now sparkles with bright interiors, street-side tables and a garden bar. 11am-10pm




Darlinghurst, Surry Hills & Paddington

LGBTIQ+ BARS AND GREAT RESTAURANTS


Row upon row of Victorian terrace houses fill the streets of these city-fringe suburbs that were once notorious slums but are now hugely sought-after neighbourhoods. Darlinghurst (‘Darlo’ for short) is closely associated with Sydney’s LGBTIQ+ communities and has the city’s largest concentration of gay bars. While Oxford St, its main thoroughfare, is more shabby than chic, it swirls with sequins and feathers in early March when tens of thousands descend to watch the Sydney Gay & Lesbian Mardi Gras parade.

To the south, Surry Hills is an undulating suburb of terrace houses and old warehouses. Historically, it was home to the newspaper publishing and rag trade, but in recent decades it has become one of the city’s premier dining districts, with exciting new places opening all the time.

Head east and you’ll hit Paddington (‘Paddo’ to many), a more upmarket neighbourhood with grander terrace houses, swankier stores and fancier pubs.


GETTING AROUND

You can get anywhere you need to go here by public transport or on foot. Museum and Kings Cross are the closest train stations to Darlinghurst, while Central Station sits at the base of Surry Hills. Light rail runs from Central through Surry Hills and into Moore Park, and all three suburbs are well connected by bus. Street parking is possible but it’s usually metered and limited in duration.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Australian Museum

2 Sydney Cricket Ground

3 Sydney Jewish Museum

SIGHTS

4 Gay & Lesbian Holocaust Memorial

5 Hyde Park

6 Sydney Football Stadium

SLEEPING

7 ADGE Hotel + Residences

8 Big Hostel

9 Crystalbrook Albion

EATING

10 10 William Street

11 Bar Reggio

12 Bourke Street Bakery

13 Chaco Ramen

14 Dead Ringer

15 Firedoor

16 Fred’s

17 Lankan Filling Station

18 Marta

19 Nomad

see 43 Paramount Coffee Project

20 Porteño

21 Saint Peter

22 Single O

23 Spice I Am

24 Two Good Co. Cafe at Yirranma Place

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

25 Arq

26 Beresford Hotel

27 Cliff Dive

28 Copains

29 Darlo Bar

30 Kinselas

31 Love, Tilly Devine

32 Oxford Art Factory

33 Oxford Hotel

34 Palms on Oxford

35 Riley Hotel

36 Shady Pines Saloon

37 Shakespeare Hotel

38 Stonewall

39 Tio’s

40 Universal

ENTERTAINMENT

41 Belvoir St Theatre

42 Eternity Playhouse

43 Golden Age Cinema & Bar

44 SBW Stables Theatre

SHOPPING

45 Ariel

46 Artery

47 Berkelouw Books

48 Bookshop Darlinghurst

49 C’s Flashback

50 Dinosaur Designs

51 House of Priscilla

52 Paddington Markets

53 Poepke

54 Sax Fetish

TRANSPORT

55 Central Station
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There’s some interesting shopping to be had here. Paddington is known for its Saturday market and boutiques, with good options on Oxford and William Sts. Other strips to check out include Queen St, Woollahra (antiques), Crown St, Surry Hills (secondhand clothing and quirky gifts), and Oxford St, Darlinghurst (specialist LGBTIQ+ stores).



Treasures of Australia & the Pacific

The Australian Museum’s eclectic collections

A major redevelopment and free admission has transformed the venerable Australian Museum (established 1827) from a rainy day backstop into a key contender for any Sydney itinerary. A wonderfully diverse array of objects is displayed in the 200 Treasures exhibition, ranging from a 10.7kg gold nugget to the skeleton of a horse and rider nicknamed ‘The Bone Ranger’.

There’s an excellent First Nations Gallery and a permanent gallery called Wansolmoana (which opened in 2023) to showcase items from what is one of the largest collections of Pasifika (Pacific Island) artefacts in the world. The Dinosaurs hall is always popular with kids, but an unexpected highlight is the dazzling, well-displayed Minerals gallery, packed with glistening gemstones and odd-shaped crystals.




Welcome to the Gaybourhood

Mardi Gras and more

Homosexuality was still illegal when the first gay bars opened in Darlinghurst in the late 1960s. The suburb remains the epicentre of gay culture in the city, with the Sydney Gay & Lesbian Mardi Gras Parade roaring through on the first Saturday evening in March. Around half a million people cram onto Oxford and Flinders Sts to watch the 12,500 participants sashay by, led by hundreds of engine-revving Dykes On Bikes. Whatever your sexuality, it’s an unforgettable spectacle.

While straight supporters form the majority of parade spectators, the city’s LGBTIQ+ folk (and plenty of international and interstate visitors) enthusiastically support the blitzkrieg of events comprising the two-week festival that preceds it. It all wraps up with a pricey star-studded dance party for 10,000 people at the Hordern Pavilion, at the end of the parade route.

If you’re looking for LGBTIQ+ bars in the eastern suburbs, there are plenty of options. The kookier side of the LGBTIQ+ scene is celebrated in Bearded Tit, an eccentric Redfern bar. Kinselas is a converted funeral parlour incorporating an art deco chapel and the best balcony for posing and people-watching. A stalwart of the Oxford St strip, Stonewall has three levels of bars and dance floors. Another Sydney gay institution, the Oxford Hotel, sprawls over four levels and a terrace facing Taylor Sq.

Yet it’s not all fun and frivolity. In Green Park, near the Jewish Museum, the Gay & Lesbian Holocaust Memorial takes the form of a stylised pink triangle backed by black pillars. It was founded by the late Dr Kitty Fischer, who as a young Jewish girl in Auschwitz was kept alive by food smuggled to her by a gay inmate.
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Catch a Match in Moore Park

See the SCG in action

Sydneysiders, like most Australians, go nuts for their sports teams. If you want to witness all of the power and the passion unleashed, Moore Park’s two large stadiums are a convenient place to do it.

The legendary Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG) can hold 48,000 for the oval-pitch games: cricket and Australian Football League (AFL, aka Aussie Rules). It’s the home of the Sydney Swans (AFL), NSW Blues (cricket) and Sydney Sixes (Twenty20 cricket), and international cricket test matches regularly take place here. Cricket obsessives should consider a tour, which includes the dressing rooms, heritage-listed pavilions, the SCG Museum and various exhibition spaces.

Completed in 2022, the latest incarnation of Sydney Football Stadium (aka Allianz Stadium) can accommodate upwards of 42,000 devotees and is the home ground for the Sydney Roosters rugby league team, NSW Waratahs Super Rugby team and Sydney FC football team. In this rugby-league-mad town, you can’t beat a Roosters game for atmosphere.


BEST CLUBS IN DARLINGHURST

Oxford Art Factory

Indie kids watch bands and party against an arty backdrop at this two-room multipurpose venue modelled on Andy Warhol’s Factory.

Cliff Dive

Head downstairs to a dance club with stone walls, tropical-fish lanterns, Polynesian knick-knacks and tiki cocktails.

Palms on Oxford

Good silly fun; the 1980s never ended in this basement gay club, where Kylie Minogue rules.

Arq

If Noah had to fill his ark with A-list gay clubbers, he’d head here with a big net.

Universal

There’s drag every night at this longstanding gay venue, either downstairs in the bar, upstairs in the club, or both.



BEST DINING IN DARLINGHURST & PADDINGTON

Chaco Ramen: This simple but chic little place specialises in ramen. 11.30am-2.30pm & 5.30-8.30pm $

Bar Reggio: Long-running Italian cheapie with walls plastered with Ferrari flags and Roman murals. noon-10pm Mon-Sat $

Two Good Co. Cafe at Yirranma Place: Excellent social-enterprise cafe, employing disadvantaged women. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri $

Marta: This seductive spot focuses on traditional recipes from Rome and the surrounding region. 7am-9pm Wed-Sun $$

Lankan Filling Station: Head here for traditional Sri Lankan favourites done well. 5-10pm Mon-Thu, from noon Fri & Sat $$

Saint Peter: Fish prepared in unusual and innovative ways. 5.30-11pm Tue-Sun, plus noon-3.30pm Thu-Sun $$$

Fred’s: Local ingredients are roasted over an open hearth in this airy space. 5.30-11pm Tue-Sun, plus 8-11am Sat & noon-4pm Thu-Sun $$$

10 William St: Little wine bar serving delicious Italian fare in the heart of the fashion strip. 5pm-midnight Mon-Thu, from noon Fri & Sat $$$

Ramble Through Sydney’s Biggest Park

Stretch out in Centennial Park

Big enough to accommodate dog walkers, joggers, cyclists, horse riders, ball kickers and many picnickers, 189-hectare Centennial Park includes ponds, playgrounds and the domed Federation Pavilion, marking the spot where, on 1 January 1901, Australia was officially proclaimed a nation. The riding schools at the Centennial Parklands Equestrian Centre offer escorted horse rides along the park’s 3.6km central track.


BEST THEATRES & CINEMAS IN DARLINGHURST & SURRY HILLS

Belvoir St Theatre

This intimate venue with two stages is the home of an often-experimental and consistently excellent theatre company.

SBW Stables Theatre

Atmospheric home to the Griffin Theatre Company, which is dedicated to nurturing new Australian writers.

Eternity Playhouse

Based in a beautifully restored Baptist tabernacle (1887), Darlinghurst Theatre Company brings intelligent Australian scripts to the stage.

Golden Age Cinema & Bar

A heartwarming small cinema in what was the Sydney HQ of Paramount Pictures. The bar hosts free gigs on weekends.

Moonlight Cinema

Take a picnic and join the bats for movies under the stars in magnificent Centennial Park.



BEST BARS IN DARLINGHURST & SURRY HILLS

Shady Pines Saloon: With no sign, this speakeasy is an homage to a Wild West honky-tonk. 4pm-midnight Sun-Thu, to 1.30am Fri & Sat

Love, Tilly Devine: Named after a notorious 1930s madam and crime boss, this wine bar lurks down a back alley. 5pm-midnight Mon-Sat

Riley Hotel: This cosy corner pub (established 1860) offers a quieter option on the Oxford St strip. 8am-2am Sun-Thu, to 5am Fri & Sat

Darlo Bar: Something of a locals’ lounge room, this triangular pub has a retro vibe and a rooftop bar. noon-midnight

Beresford Hotel: Art deco pub with a front bar, club upstairs and a beer garden. Things get very gay on Sundays. noon-midnight

Tio’s: Atmospheric margarita bar filled with Day of the Dead paraphernalia and dog statues. 5pm-midnight Tue-Sun

Copains: Appealing little neighbourhood wine bar, with tables spilling onto the street. 4-11.30pm Mon-Thu, noon-11.30pm Fri & Sat, 1-10pm Sun

Shakespeare Hotel: The ‘Shakey’ is a Victorian-era pub with tiled walls, scuzzy carpet and cheap bar meals. noon-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Telling the Australian Jewish Story

Sydney Jewish Museum’s thought-provoking displays

Striking a good balance between sobering and celebratory, the community-run Sydney Jewish Museum (closed on Saturdays) explores Jewish history, culture and traditions through a local lens. Jews arrived with the First Fleet but their numbers expanded greatly in the aftermath of WWII, when Australia became home to the greatest number of Holocaust survivors per capita after Israel.

At the museum’s centre is a detailed and well-presented section on the Holocaust, complete with personal testimonies and a moving collection of objects. A section on the top floor examines contemporary human-rights challenges, touching on issues pertaining to Indigenous people, refugees, asylum seekers, people with disabilities and LGBTIQ+ people.

Shopping in Paddington

Markets and more

Originating in the 1970s, Saturday’s popular Paddington Markets are worth exploring for their new and vintage clothing, crafts and jewellery.

For locally made, richly coloured, translucent, resin jewellery, head to Dinosaur Designs, where you’ll also find technicoloured vases and bowls, and chunky sterling-silver rings and necklaces. On the William St fashion strip, Poepke is one of Paddington’s more interesting women’s boutiques, stocking Australian and international designers.

Get books at Ariel, a beautifully laid-out bookshop that’s well-stocked with Australian titles and particularly strong on art and design, and Berkelouw Books, with its three floors of preloved tomes, new releases, antique maps and Australia’s largest collection of rare books.


BEST SHOPPING IN DARLINGHURST

Artery

A small gallery devoted to contemporary Aboriginal art, particularly from the central and western deserts.

Bookshop Darlinghurst

This outstanding bookshop specialises in gay and lesbian tomes, with everything from queer crime to glossy pictorials.

House of Priscilla

Run by some of the city’s leading drag artistes, Priscilla is the place for sequinned frocks to fit even the burliest queens.

Sax Fetish

No, it’s not a bar for jazz obsessives, but rather specialists in high-quality leather and rubber gear.

C’s Flashback

One might wonder what exactly C was hallucinating on, but her vintage men’s and women’s threads are pretty trippy.



BEST DINING IN SURRY HILLS

Bourke Street Bakery: It now has branches all over Sydney, but this teensy bakery is the original. 7am-6pm $

Paramount Coffee Project: Rotating coffees and adventurous dishes make this cafe an excellent choice. 7am-4pm $

Spice I Am: It doesn’t look like much, but this popular little place serves exceptional Thai food. 11.30am-3pm & 5.30-9pm Wed-Sun $$

Single O: Sitting on the corner of a graffitied lane, this artsy roastery cafe serves daily coffee ‘flights’ and hefty brunch dishes. 7am-3.30pm $$

Dead Ringer: Grab a terrace seat and graze from the menu of modern Australian sharing plates. 5-11pm Mon & Wed, noon-11pm Thu-Sun $$

Nomad: Full of bold Mediterranean flavours, Nomad specialises in share plates cooked using fire and smoke. noon-2pm & 4-10pm $$$

Porteño: A meat-lovers paradise, Porteño specialises in roast chicken and dry-aged steaks. 5.45-11pm Mon-Sat, plus noon-2.30pm Fri & Sat $$$

Firedoor: All of the meat, seafood and vegetable dishes in this moody sunken space are cooked over a blazing fire. 5.30-11pm Wed-Sat $$$




Bondi & the Eastern Beaches

FAMOUS BEACHES AND DRAMATIC CLIFFS


Bondi doesn’t let its status as one of the most famous beaches in the world go to its head. It’s a laid-back, egalitarian kind of place where everyone is welcome, from the gay guys stretched out in their Speedo swimwear on North Bondi to the Hassidic Jewish community that has made its home in the backstreets. Backpackers pour out of the hostels onto the sands, rubbing shoulders with old-timers who have been surfing here for decades.

In any case, Bondi is just one of many outrageously beautiful beaches on this coastline. Heading south you’ll hit Tamarama, Bronte, Clovelly, Coogee, Maroubra and Malabar, each of which has its own unique appeal. In the opposite direction, surf-battered sandstone cliffs stretch all the way to the South Head of Sydney Harbour. Tucked just inside the harbour is pretty Watsons Bay, with its sheltered beaches and memorable views back over the city skyline.


GETTING AROUND

Trains only make it as far as Bondi Junction, 2.5km from Bondi Beach. Buses will get you everywhere else. Bondi Junction is a major hub, with the bus station sitting directly above the train station. This part of Sydney is very hilly; you’ll likely work up a sweat hiking or biking around. Parking is a challenge on weekends but somewhat less so midweek. Ferries provide a highly scenic means of travelling from Circular Quay to Watsons Bay.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bondi Beach

2 Watsons Bay

SIGHTS

3 Bondi Pavilion

4 Bronte Beach

5 Camp Cove

6 Clovelly Beach

7 Coogee Beach

8 Dolphins Point

9 Gap Lookout

10 Hornby Lighthouse

11 Lady Bay

12 Tamarama Beach

13 Waverley Cemetery

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14 Bondi Golf & Diggers Club

15 Bondi Icebergs

16 Clovelly Bowling Club

see 8 Giles Baths

17 Let’s Go Surfing

18 McIver’s Ladies Baths

19 Wylie’s Baths

SLEEPING

20 Bondi Beach House

21 QT Bondi

22 Wake Up! Bondi Beach

see 2 Watsons Bay Boutique Hotel

EATING

23 Bondi Trattoria

24 Depot

25 Lox Stock & Barrel

26 Porch & Parlour

27 Shop & Wine Bar

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

28 Beach Road Hotel

29 Bondi Rumba

30 Hotel Ravesis
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These are dangerous beaches, prone to rips, holes and large surf. Always swim between the red-and-yellow flags, as these are the areas patrolled by surf lifesavers. Long-running reality TV show Bondi Rescue amply illustrates the fate of those who fail to heed the safety warnings; try not to star in it.



Surf, Sand & Suntanned Bodies

Laze about on Bondi Beach

Whatever the season, Bondi Beach is a beauty to behold. On a glorious summer’s day, join the bronzed throngs on the sands and in the surf. Two surf clubs (Bondi and North Bondi) patrol the beach between sets of red-and-yellow flags, positioned to avoid the worst rips and holes. The average water temperature is a considerate 21°C. If you’ve got little ones in tow or you just don’t like the waves, head to the free saltwater sea bath at the northern end.

On a blustery winter’s day, wrap up and witness the Tasman Sea crashing against the shore, then make a beeline to a nearby cafe or bar. Standing as a testimony to nature’s power is a 235-tonne, car-sized rock that was spat out of the sea near Ben Buckler Point during a storm in 1912.

Hardy surfers carve up sandbar breaks at either end of the beach all year-round. If you’re keen to give it a go, Let’s Go Surfing in North Bondi offers two-hour small-group beginner classes for $130.

At the centre of the beach stands the attractive Bondi Pavilion, built in 1929 and rejuvenated with a $48-million makeover in 2022. Here you’ll find cafes, an art gallery, a theatre, beachwear stores, and changing rooms with showers and lockers. Sunset Cinema screens nearby in November and December.

Beaches, Cliffs & Sunset Views

A half-day in Watsons Bay

As an excursion from central Sydney, a trip to Watsons Bay on a sunny afternoon is hard to top. You can get here by bus, but the ferry ride offers unforgettable views of all of Sydney Harbour’s most famous sights for a fraction of the cost of a cruise.
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Watsons Bay was once an isolated fishing village and it retains vestiges of those times in the boats pulled up on the beach and in the backstreets peppered with Victorian cottages. Once you arrive, cut across to the Gap Lookout on the ocean side for awe-inspiring views from some of Sydney’s most precipitous sea cliffs.

The best swimming beach is pretty Camp Cove. It was here that the First Fleet first dropped anchor when they reached Sydney Harbour. At the northern end of the beach, the South Head Heritage Trail kicks off, leading into a section of Sydney Harbour National Park distinguished by harbour views and crashing surf. The trail skirts a naval base, passing old fortifications en route to the candy-striped Hornby Lighthouse and the sandstone Lightkeepers’ Cottages (1858). Along the way a path leads down to tiny Lady Bay, one of the city’s most popular gay and nudist beaches.

Finish off in the beer garden of the Watsons Bay Boutique Hotel, watching the sun set over the distant city skyline.
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BEST SALTWATER POOLS

Bondi Icebergs

There are terrific views over Bondi Beach from this attractive pair of saltwater swimming pools.

Giles Baths

At Coogee Beach’s northern end, Giles Baths is a ‘bogey hole’ – a semiformal rock pool open to the surging surf.

McIver’s Ladies Baths

Perched against the cliffs south of Coogee Beach, this sea pool has been designated for women’s bathing since the 1870s.

Wylie’s Baths

On the rocky coast south of Coogee Beach, this superb seawater pool (dating from 1907) is suited to swimming laps.

Mahon Pool

Surf crashes over the edges of this idyllic bogey hole, 500m north of Maroubra Beach.



BEST DINING IN BONDI

Porch & Parlour: Little cafe with an interesting menu and beach views. 6.30am-2pm $

Depot: This light-filled corner cafe near the beach serves pretty-as-a-picture cooked breakfasts, salads, burgers, sandwiches and toasties. 6.30am-3pm $

Lox Stock & Barrel: A breezy cafe offering bagels, cereals, salads and sandwiches. 7am-2.30pm, plus 5.30-10pm Fri & Sat $$

Bondi Trattoria: For top-notch Italian fare, beach views and street-side tables, you can’t go past the trusty ‘Tratt’. noon-3pm & 5-11pm $$$


OPEN-AIR SYDNEY

[image: jpg]

David Mills, environmental reporter for News Corp, shares some of his favourite outdoorsy locations around Sydney. @millsman72

Parramatta Valley Cycleway

Following the riverbank all the way from Parramatta to Ryde, this smooth bike path is very picturesque, taking in some pretty parts of the river.

Hermitage Foreshore Walk

This walk follows the harbour from Rose Bay to Vaucluse, but you can continue all the way to Watsons Bay. Parsley Bay in Vaucluse is one of those spots to take an out-of-towner if you want them to really love Sydney.

Tamarama Beach

You’ve got the sandstone cliffs, the wild waves and the gorgeous little park. It all fits together to make a beautiful beach.



BEST BARS IN BONDI

Shop & Wine Bar: This diminutive space morphs from daytime cafe into a food and wine bar. 6am-3pm Mon & Tue, 6am-10pm Wed-Sat, 7am-8pm Sun

Bondi Rumba: Warmly hued, this unassuming little cocktail bar does $15-margarita and $10-pint happy hours. 5-10pm Tue-Sat

Hotel Ravesis: Big corner pub with views over the beach from the upstairs balcony and DJs and/or bands most nights. noon-midnight

Beach Road Hotel: Weekends at this big pub are a boisterous multilevel ‘alcoholiday’, with live bands and DJs. 11am-late Mon-Sat, 10am-10pm Sun



Bondi to Coogee Coastal Walk
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Sydney’s most popular walk connects beautiful beaches by way of a spectacular 6km coastal path. The walk itself takes less than two hours, but you’re going to want to make multiple stops. Buses service both ends of the route and there are plenty of options for a cooling dip along the way. Starting at 1 Bondi Beach, take the stairs up the south end, passing above 2Bondi Icebergs, Sydney’s most famous saltwater pool.

Step onto the clifftop trail at the end of Notts Ave, with the wild Tasman Sea raging against the rocks below. This section gets logjammed for 17 days from late October, when Sculpture by the Sea takes place, but it’s well worth enduring the glacial pace to witness the weird and wonderful free art. Next up is narrow but deep 3 Tamarama Beach, then it’s back up the cliffs before descending onto larger 4 Bronte Beach. This is a great spot for a midway break: take a dip, picnic under the Norfolk Island pines or grab a bite at a nearby cafe. The path then skirts the astonishing cliff-edge 5 Waverley Cemetery, its white tombstones dazzling in the summer sun. Pass the locals enjoying a beer after lawn bowls at 6 Clovelly Bowling Club, then breeze past the cockatoos and canoodling lovers in 7 Burrows Park to the narrow channel of 8 Clovelly Beach.

Follow the footpath around the car park then down the steps to the upturned dinghies lining 9 Gordons Bay, one of Sydney’s best shore-dive spots. The trail continues past 10 Dolphins Point, with its memorial to victims of the 2002 Bali bombings, before ending on glorious 11 Coogee Beach, the next biggest after Bondi.






Newtown & the Inner West

GLOBETROTTING FOOD AND BOHEMIAN NIGHTLIFE


With a reputation as one of the most progressive and liberal parts of Sydney, the city fringe of the Inner West is one of its most idiosyncratic and interesting areas. The sleeve-tattoo, Day-Glo hair and beard quotient is high here, particularly along King St, Newtown’s busy main thoroughfare. King St is a reliable bet for buzz most nights of the week, with the energy extending along Enmore Rd.

On the other side of Sydney Uni, Glebe’s leafy streets are lined with Victorian terraces, where a significant Aboriginal community rubs shoulders with students, alternative lifestylers and city workers. Neighbouring Chippendale has transformed beyond belief in recent years, with a major urban-renewal project adding starchitect sparkle to a formerly forsaken nook.

To the west, the sprawling suburb Marrickville was once known mainly for its Greek and Vietnamese restaurants, but nowadays it’s one of Sydney’s hippest neighbourhoods, with a thriving cafe and bar scene.


GETTING AROUND

Various train lines head through the Inner West, with useful stops at Newtown, Erskineville, St Peters and Marrickville. Light rail circles through Glebe, while buses fill in the rest of the gaps. Street parking is possible, although many of the backstreets are narrow. Pedestrians will find it reasonably flat, but this is a large, spread-out area. It takes around 50 minutes to walk from the start of King St to St Peters Station.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Carriageworks

2 White Rabbit

SIGHTS

3 Camperdown Memorial Rest Park

4 Chau Chak Wing Museum

5 One Central Park

6 University of Sydney

7 Victoria Park

SLEEPING

8 Mandelbaum House

9 Old Clare Hotel

10 Urban Newtown

EATING

11 Cafe Paci

12 Cairo Takeaway

13 Continental Delicatessen

14 Ester

15 Odd Culture Newtown

16 One Another

17 Pastizzi Cafe

18 Spice Alley

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19 Abercrombie

20 Bank Hotel

21 Courthouse Hotel

22 Different Drummer

23 Earl’s Juke Joint

24 Erskineville Hotel

25 Imperial Erskineville

26 Lord Gladstone

27 Newtown Hotel

28 Town Hall Hotel

ENTERTAINMENT

29 Enmore Theatre

30 Manning Bar

31 Vanguard

SHOPPING

32 Better Read Than Dead

33 Blue Dog

34 Deus Ex Machina

35 Egg Records

36 Gleebooks
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When the sun’s out, join the locals and head to the parks. Victoria Park adjoining Sydney Uni has a public swimming pool. Newtown’s tribes head to the Camperdown Memorial Rest Park; you might even see Goths stretching out in the adjacent Victorian cemetery. Glebe’s conjoined Jubilee and Bicentennial Parks offer bridge views.





The Ancient World via Hogwarts

Treasures of Sydney Uni

The University of Sydney campus takes up a big chunk of Camperdown and Darlington, but its effect is felt more broadly in terms of the large student population that adds both a boozy and a bookish bent to the surrounding suburbs. Completed in 1859, the main building has more than a touch of Harry Potter’s Hogwarts about it. Feel free to wander through the central quadrangle, but to access either of the grand halls you’ll need to take a campus tour ($15, bookings required).

The main reason to visit is one of Sydney’s best but least-heralded museums, the free Chau Chak Wing Museum. This striking building opened in 2020 as a new home to the university’s collections of art, antiquities, Aboriginal and Pasifika artefacts, and natural history. The ancient-history displays are particularly good, showcasing an astonishing volume of Egyptian, Etruscan, Greek and Roman relics, ranging from beautifully painted sarcophagi to penis-shaped votive offerings.
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INNER WEST MUSIC VENUES

Enmore Theatre

Originally a vaudeville playhouse, the art deco Enmore is an atmospheric showcase for midsize gigs.

Factory Theatre

Good sightlines characterise this purpose-built Marrickville venue that hosts medium-sized touring bands and more intimate cabaret and comedy gigs.

Lazybones Lounge

This decadently decorated Marrickville venue has live music most nights and a decent line in cocktails and food.

Vanguard

This moody little Newtown venue operates as a ‘stage for hire’ for intimate gigs, and hosts a regular burlesque review.

Manning Bar

Within the grounds of Sydney Uni, this former women’s college is now a 950-capacity venue with multiple levels and spaces.



BEST BARS IN THE INNER WEST

Different Drummer: This quirky Glebe cocktail bar has terrific views from its rooftop bar. 4.30pm-1am Mon-Fri, 1.30pm-2am Sat, 1.30pm-midnight Sun

Toxteth: Head to the rooftop of this old Glebe corner pub for spectacular views. 11am-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Abercrombie: Art deco Chippendale pub/club playfully zhooshed with pops of neon. noon-2am Sun-Thu, to 5am Fri & Sat

Lord Gladstone: Old-school grungy pub with sports downstairs and live bands upstairs. 11am-midnight Mon-Thu, to 3am Fri & Sat, to 10pm Sun

Earl’s Juke Joint: Swinging Earl’s serves craft beers and killer cocktails to the Newtown cool. 6pm-midnight Tue-Sun

Courthouse Hotel: Back from the King St fray, the 1850s ‘Courty’ is Newtown’s best old-style pub. noon-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Erskineville Hotel: The art deco Erko is one of the area’s best pubs. The food is excellent. 10am-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Henson Park Hotel: This excellent Marrickville pub sums up the modern Inner West vibe; craft ale, beer garden, children’s play area. 11.30am-11pm

Food for the Belly & Soul

Get carried away in Carriageworks

There are varied reasons to visit the vast Victorian brick warehouses comprising the former Eveleigh Railyards. The tastiest is the Saturday morning Farmers Market, where stallholders sell all manner of fruits, vegetables, meats, artisan products, baked goods and cooked meals. There’s often a pop-up themed market held simultaneously in a neighbouring hall, selling anything from pottery to paintings.

Carriageworks is also home to various theatre and dance companies, staging an impressive program of inventive performances and visual art installations, often on a monumental scale.

Green-Fingered Architecture

Sky-high Central Park

To get an idea of a potential Sydney of the future, head to the Chippendale end of Broadway, where an old brewery site has been transformed by leading architects into a shopping and residential development. It’s a far cry from the bleak streetscape that preceded it, immortalised in David Bowie’s Let’s Dance video, memorably featuring a young Aboriginal man lugging heavy machinery along Broadway while his female companion scrubs the street.

The most striking structure here is Jean Nouvel’s award-winning 177m-tall garden-draped skyscraper, One Central Park. The unusual cantilevered platform is angled to bounce light to the lower levels of the building. Shift your gaze from the skies and you’ll find a shopping mall, a supermarket, cinemas, restaurants (don’t miss Spice Alley, a Singapore-style hawker lane dishing up all manner of tasty treats) and a treelined park.


BEST INNER WEST SHOPPING

Gleebooks

One of Sydney’s best bookshops, with a busy calendar of author talks and book launches.

Deus Ex Machina

A hybrid motorcycle workshop, cafe and offbeat boutique, this kooky Camperdown warehouse stocks Deus-branded men’s and women’s clothing.

Better Read Than Dead

Nobody seems to mind if you waste hours perusing the beautifully presented aisles of this wonderful Newtown bookshop.

Egg Records

Just off King St, this long-running music store sells new and secondhand albums, band T-shirts and music-related gifts.

Blue Dog

This Newtown classic stocks an excellent selection of posters of all types. It’s the decor go-to for local students.



BEST DINING IN NEWTOWN & CHIPPENDALE

Cairo Takeaway: You may need to queue at this Enmore Rd favourite, but the charcoal chicken and lamb pockets are worth the wait. noon-10pm $

One Another: Off the main strip on a sunny corner, this Newtown cafe serves a modern menu full of interesting twists. 7am-3pm $

Rolling Penny: Everything’s made from scratch at this artfully dishevelled little cafe down the St Peters end of King St. 7.30am-3pm $

Pastizzi Cafe: King St is lucky to have two branches of this Maltese cheapie. 10am-10pm Sun & Tue-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat $

Continental Delicatessen: Attractive deli-style bistro on a Newtown side street that makes its own sausages. noon-11pm $$

Cafe Paci: Flavour-packed share plates and attentive service are hallmarks here. 5.30-11pm Mon-Sat, plus noon-2.30pm Sat $$$

Ester: Exemplifies Sydney’s contemporary dining scene – informal, innovative, edgy. 6-11pm Tue-Sat, plus noon-4pm Sat & Sun $$$

Odd Culture Newtown: Big in size and on flavour, serving share plates in a buzz. 4-11pm Tue & Wed, noon-midnight Thu-Sat, noon-10pm Sun $$$

Go Down an Artistic Rabbit Hole

Chase the White Rabbit

If you’re not familiar with China’s contemporary art scene, be prepared to be surprised, challenged, amused and delighted by Chippendale’s extraordinary White Rabbit (admission free). Despite the gallery being spread over four floors, it can house only a fraction of the collection of billionaire philanthropist Judith Neilson at any one time. Since 2000 she has been purchasing new work by cutting-edge Chinese artists, amassing one of the world’s largest and most significant collections of its kind.

The gallery is closed Mondays and Tuesdays.
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WHY I LOVE THE INNER WEST
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Peter Dragicevich, Lonely Planet writer

The Inner West has changed a lot since I last lived here, and mainly for the better. Places like Glebe and Newtown have long had an artsy, alternative edge, but that’s extended further out into formerly unassuming areas like Enmore and Marrickville. The latter, in particular, has become an unlikely bastion of hipsterdom, liberally peppered with coffee roasters, craft breweries and boutique distilleries.

King St and Enmore Rd are better and more vibrant that ever. Where there were once barren patches with not much going on, now there’s a solid stretch of quirky shops, restaurants and bars extending all the way from Sydney Uni to St Peters Station and well past the Enmore Theatre.



BEST LGBTIQ+-FRIENDLY BARS IN THE INNER WEST

Imperial Erskineville: The art deco ‘Home of Priscilla’ still serves drag. 4pm-midnight Wed & Thu, 4pm-3am Fri, noon-4am Sat, noon-midnight Sun

Newtown Hotel: No longer the legendary gay pub it once was, but there’s drag from Wednesday to Sunday. 10am-1am Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Bank Hotel: Attracts a mixed crowd, with ‘les and queer’ Wednesdays, bears on Thursdays. 10am-2am Mon & Tue, 10am-4am Wed-Sat, noon-midnight Sun

Town Hall Hotel: Newtown’s ‘Townie’ pub hosts Harbour City Bears every Sunday. 10am-1am Mon-Thu, to 4am Fri & Sat, to midnight Sun




North Shore

BEACHES, CREATURES AND HARBOUR VIEWS


The chunk of Sydney traditionally known as the North Shore (as distinct from the Northern Beaches) stretches along the harbour from Greenwich to The Spit and extends to the city’s northern limits. For visitors, it’s the bit around the harbour that’s the most interesting, containing scenic walks, some lovely beaches and a couple of famous sights.

Milsons Point, at the northern end of Sydney Harbour Bridge, has a duo of art deco delights in the form of Luna Park and North Sydney Olympic Pool. North of here is the suburb officially known as North Sydney, a second high-rise business district. To the east are a series of salubrious harbourside suburbs containing some of Sydney most expensive real estate. The first of them, Kirribilli, is home to the official Sydney residences of Australia’s Governor General (Admiralty House, built 1846) and Prime Minister (Kirribilli House, 1854); both are best seen from the water.


GETTING AROUND

North Sydney is a large area, so getting around solely on foot isn’t practical. Thankfully, it’s well connected by public transport, particularly by bus. Ferries from Circular Quay stop at Greenwich Point, McMahons Point, Milsons Point, Kirribilli, North Sydney, Neutral Bay, Kurraba Point, Cremorne Point, Old Cremorne, Mosman Bay, South Mosman and Taronga Zoo. Two train lines head from the city to Milsons Point, North Sydney and points north.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Taronga Zoo Sydney

SIGHTS

2 Balmoral Beach

3 Chinamans Beach

4 Chowder Bay

5 Cremorne Point

6 Obelisk Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 North Sydney Olympic Pool

SLEEPING

8 Glenferrie Lodge

9 Roar and Snore

10 Wildlife Retreat at Taronga

EATING

11 Bathers’ Pavilion

12 Bay Ten Espresso

13 Ormeggio at The Spit

14 Ryo’s Noodles

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Commodore Hotel

16 Greenwood Hotel

17 Kirribilli Hotel

18 Oaks Hotel

ENTERTAINMENT

19 Luna Park

SHOPPING

20 Kirribilli Markets
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If you’re around on the fourth Sunday of the month, head to the Kirribilli Markets (8.30am to 3pm) beside the Harbour Bridge for exotic foods, market stalls and lively harbourside hubbub. A specialised art, design and fashion market is held at the same spot on the first and second Saturdays of the month.



Old-Time Amusements

Lunacy at Luna Park

A leering clown face provides a strangely sinister welcome to 1930s Luna Park, located just below the Harbour Bridge in Milsons Point. Other old-fashioned treats include a pretty carousel, the Coney Island funhouse and traditional sideshow stalls. Newer, more gut-wrenching rides have names like Sledgehammer and Hair Raiser (pay per ride or purchase a day pass). A new-tech addition with a retro edge is the hour-long immersive Dream Circus (adult/child $45/35), involving 360-degree projections and holograms.

Leafy Streets & Harbour Views

North Shore harbourside walks

Memorable walks abound on the North Shore, especially those suburbs hugging the Sydney Harbour shoreline. Many pop in and out of pockets of Sydney Harbour National Park, a noncontiguous reserve covering nearly 400 hectares of coast and scrubby headlands.

One great half-day option is to catch a ferry to Cremorne Point and take a four-hour walk to Balmoral Beach via Mosman Bay, Little Sirius Cove, Whiting Beach, Bradleys Head, Taylors Bay and Chowder Bay.

If you’ve got the time, the four-day Sydney Harbour Circle Walk is a fantastic way to explore the inner harbour, following the northern shoreline from Sydney Harbour Bridge to the Gladesville Bridge and then returning via Drummoyne and Balmain. The five-hour first section, to Greenwich Wharf, is a brilliant day walk, taking in the lower North Shore’s deeply indented bays and the spits of land dividing them.


BEST NORTH SHORE SWIMMING SPOTS

Balmoral Beach

Beautiful Balmoral faces Manly across Middle Harbour, split in two by a picturesque rocky islet accessed by a little bridge.

Chinamans Beach

Peaceful, despite its proximity to busy Balmoral, this is a photogenic location for a swim.

Chowder Bay

A pleasant place to enjoy scenic swims, with a shark net, playground, picnic tables and plenty of lawn.

Obelisk Beach

Isolated gay and nudist beach surrounded by bushland in the Middle Head section of Sydney Harbour National Park.

North Sydney Olympic Pool

Next to Luna Park , this art deco complex has an Olympic-sized outdoor pool, a 25m indoor pool and unbelievable harbour views.



BEST DINING ON THE NORTH SHORE

Bay Ten Espresso: Excellent cafe in a warehouse tucked under the approach to the Harbour Bridge. 7am-3pm $

Ryo’s Noodles: People seek out this humble place for what is reputedly Sydney’s best ramen. 11.30am-2.30pm & 5.30-9pm Thu-Tue $

Ormeggio at The Spit: Acclaimed Italian seafood restaurant overlooking the marina. 11.30am-3pm & 5.30-10.30pm Tue-Sat, 11.30am-8pm Sun $$$

Bathers’ Pavilion: Spanish Mission architecture, harbour views and outstanding food coalesce on Balmoral Beach. 8am-11pm $$$

The Zoo with the View

Harbourside Taronga Zoo

A visit to Taronga Zoo Sydney is about more than just the animal enclosures, although they’re up with the best in the world. First of all, there’s the opportunity to arrive by ferry from Circular Quay, a fantastic experience in itself. Then there are the million-dollar views, gazing straight back over the harbour towards the Opera House and city skyline.

As for the animals, Australian natives are showcased in the immersive Nura Diya Australia section, divided into Kangaroo Country, Koala Country, Dingo Country and Nocturnal Country. Here you can walk through aviaries filled with chattering parrots, and enclosures where emus strut about officiously and wallabies laze in the sun.

Elsewhere, the chimpanzees, gorillas, elephants and lions are habitual show stealers. Other highlights include the excellent aquatic enclosures where you can watch seals and penguins from below the waterline. Put aside at least three hours to get around everything.

Keeper talks and presentations are held throughout the day, with the free-flight bird show a must-see. These are included in the ticket price (adult/child $51/30, cheaper online), but there is also a range of add-ons available, including animal encounters, a high-ropes course and options to stay overnight (in the swanky Wildlife Lodge or the Roar and Snore glamping tents); visit taronga.org.au for details.
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NORTHSIDE NATIONAL PARKS

North Sydney is home to two national parks and parts of a third (Sydney Harbour National Park). Surrounded by suburbia, Lane Cove National Park is a wild pocket of bushland flanking the Lane Cove River, 10km northwest of the Harbour Bridge. It’s a good place for medium-sized bushwalks and to rent a rowboat or kayak from the boat shed. Keep an eye out for water dragons and native orchids.

Exponentially bigger, Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park protects nearly 15,000 hectares on Sydney’s northern boundary, edging Pittwater, the Hawkesbury River and Cowan Creek. Remnants of pre-colonial Aboriginal life are visible today, thanks to the preservation of more than 800 sites, including rock engravings and cave art.



BEST PUBS ON THE NORTH SHORE

Oaks Hotel: Locals love this pub for its craft beer, food and spacious terrace cocktail bar. 11.30am-midnight Sun-Thu, to 1.30am Fri & Sat

Commodore Hotel: On a leafy corner near North Sydney Station, this pub has a substantial beer garden. 10am-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Kirribilli Hotel: Near the Harbour Bridge, this art deco pub offers an excellent craft-beer selection. 10am-midnight Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Greenwood Hotel: A sandstone schoolhouse (1878) transformed into an atmospheric bar. noon-9pm Mon-Wed, to midnight Thu & Fri




Manly & the Northern Beaches

WORLD-FAMOUS URBAN SURFING BREAKS


An outstanding day-trip destination or a superb base if you plan to spend a lot of time on the beach, Manly deserves to make its way onto most Sydney itineraries. Regular ferry services mean that you can easily flit backwards and forwards to the city from here, and what a memorable voyage it is.

Manly has a scrappy charm all of its own, not as flashy as its Eastern Suburbs counterparts or as stuffy as its monied neighbours on the lower North Shore. The vibe is relaxed, unpretentious and outdoorsy.

It’s also the gateway to the Northern Beaches region, which takes up a big chunk of northeast Sydney, stretching 35km from the North Head of Sydney Harbour to the narrow peninsula where Pittwater joins Broken Bay at the mouth of the Hawkesbury River. It’s an area defined by a succession of spectacular beaches, each with its own surf-gazing suburb.
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GETTING AROUND

The highly scenic ferry trip to Manly is well worth taking in its own right. Regular Sydney Ferries take 30 minutes for the journey, while privately run fast ferries take just 18 minutes. Once you arrive, it’s easy to walk to cafes, bars and beaches. As for the rest of the Northern Beaches, this is a part of Sydney where having a car is an asset. There are buses to all of the beach suburbs but it’s far easier to hop between them with your own car. Parking is metered and can be expensive.



[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park

2 Manly Beach

3 Palm Beach

4 Store Beach

SIGHTS

5 Avalon

6 Barrenjoey Lighthouse

7 Bilgola

8 Bungan Beach

9 Clontarf Beach

10 Corso

11 Curl Curl

12 Dee Why

13 Fairy Bower Beach

14 Forty Baskets Beach

15 Freshwater

16 Manly Cove

17 Mona Vale Beach

18 Narrabeen

19 Newport

20 Reef Beach

21 Shelly Beach

22 Turimetta Beach

23 Warriewood Beach

24 Whale Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

25 Dive Centre Manly

26 Manly Bikes

27 Manly Kayak Centre

28 Manly Ocean Adventures

29 Pro Dive

SLEEPING

30 101 Addison Road B&B

31 Quest Manly

32 Stoke Beach House

EATING

33 Belgrave Cartel

34 Jonah’s

35 Norma’s Deli

36 Pilu at Freshwater

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

37 4 Pines Brewpub

38 Donny’s Bar

39 New Brighton Hotel

40 The Newport

INFORMATION

41 Hello Manly
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Located on North Head, magical Store Beach can only be accessed from the water (by kayak or boat, which can be hired from Manly Wharf). It’s a breeding ground for Australian little penguins, so access is prohibited from dusk when the birds waddle in to settle down for the night.







Manly Scenic Walkway
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This exceptionally scenic walk follows the shoreline west from Manly, past extravagant waterfront properties and then through a rugged 2.5km section of Sydney Harbour National Park that still looks much as it did when the First Fleet sailed in. Make sure you carry plenty of water and wear sunscreen, a hat and sturdy shoes.

Start at the 1 Hello Manly information centre to pick up a walk brochure with a detailed map. Head along 2 Manly Cove and look for the path at the end of the beach. After 700m you’ll reach 3 Fairlight Beach, where you can enjoy the view straight through the heads. After 2km you’ll come to 4 Forty Baskets Beach. At high tide, cross the bridge or go for a paddle. Kookaburras cackle as you enter the national park and head towards 5 Reef Beach.

The track becomes steep, sandy and rocky further into the park – keep an eye out for wildflowers, spiders in bottlebrush trees and fat goannas sunning themselves. The views from 6 Dobroyd Head are extraordinary – look out for the deserted 1930s shacks at the base of the 7 Crater Cove cliff. Further along, take a moment to examine the 8 Aboriginal rock engravings on a ledge to the left of the track before taking the turnoff to 9 Grotto Point Lighthouse.

Calm 10 Castle Rock Beach marks the western end of the national park. From here the path winds around the rear of houses to 11 Clontarf Beach, where there’s a broad stretch of sand. Next up is 12 Sandy Bay, 13 Fisher Bay and then the 14 Spit Bridge. Catch the bus back to Manly from the far end of the bridge or call an Uber.




Sydney’s Other Famous Beach Suburb

Dive headfirst into Manly

Bondi may be more famous but Manly isn’t relying on just one (admittedly amazing) surf beach for its appeal. Straddling a narrow isthmus, it offers the choice of gentle harbour dips or rough-and-tumble ocean swims.

As soon as you step off the ferry at Manly Cove there are options: turn right to dive straight into the calm waters of the harbour or left for the added assurance of shark nets. Alternatively, go straight ahead and follow the Corso, Manly’s part-pedestrianised shopping strip, to Manly Beach. Stretching for two golden kilometres and lined with Norfolk Island pines, Manly’s surf beach is a stirring sight. Three separate surf lifesaving clubs (South Steyne, North Steyne and Queenscliff) set out their flags in front of their clubrooms and patrol the waves between them.

Continue along the promenade at the southern end of Manly Beach and you’ll first reach Fairy Bower Beach, where there’s a pretty, triangular ocean pool set into the rocky shoreline. The life-size sea nymphs of Helen Leete’s bronze sculpture Oceanides (1997) stand on the edge, washed by the surf. Continue on and you’ll come to little Shelly Beach, a more sheltered scoop of sand gazing back at Manly Beach that’s a great spot for snorkelling.

If those aren’t enough options, hire a kayak and paddle to Store Beach, tucked beneath North Head.

Take a Surfin’ Safari

Explore the Northern Beaches

When the Beach Boys chose to namecheck ‘Australia’s Narrabeen’ among a list of US surfing spots rattled off in their 1963 hit ‘Surfin’ USA’ they were just confirming what serious surfers already knew: that the breaks along Sydney’s Northern Beaches are up there with the best in the world.

Beach after glorious golden-sand beach lines up all along this coast. Many have saltwater ocean pools and a surf-lifesaving service, making them just as appealing for swimming as surfing.

Starting from Manly and heading north you’ll hit Freshwater followed by Curl Curl, Dee Why, Narrabeen, Turimetta, Warriewood, Mona Vale, Bungan, Newport, Bilgola, Avalon and Whale Beach. Take your pick – they’re all appealing in their own way.

Last but definitely not least is Palm Beach, famous as the setting for long-running TV soap Home and Away. It’s located on the narrow spit of land that divides the Pittwater inlet from the ocean. The headland terminates at the 1881 Barrenjoey Lighthouse, which forms part of Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park, although the main part of the park is just across Pittwater (accessible by ferries operated by Fantasea Cruising).

If you’ve never surfed before, the Northern Beaches are a great place to give it a go. For lessons, try Manly Surf School or Manly Surf Guide.
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OTHER MANLY ACTIVITIES

Manly Kayak Centre

Hires kayaks, paddleboards and small boats for trips to otherwise inaccessible beaches around North Head. Guided kayaking tours, too.

Dive Centre Manly

Offers snorkel safaris, two-day PADI courses, and guided shore dives and boat dives (including night dives).

Pro Dive

Based in nearby Brookvale and offering boat and shore dives, along with three-day open-water courses.

Manly Bikes

Hires a wide selection of bikes (including e-bikes) and provides maps and suggested routes for self-guided tours.

Manly Ocean Adventures

Blast out to sea in a speedboat; whale watching is on offer from mid-May to November.



BEST DINING ON THE NORTHERN BEACHES

Norma’s Deli: This Manly bakery/cafe/deli has quite possibly the most drool-inducing array of counter food in Sydney. 8am-5pm $

Belgrave Cartel: Cafe fare by day, and Italian food and cocktails at night. 6.30am-1pm Mon, 6.30am-1pm & 3-10pm Tue-Thu, 6.30am-10pm Fri-Sun $

Pilu at Freshwater: Housed within a heritage-listed house, this brilliant restaurant serves Sardinian specialities. noon-10pm Wed-Sat, to 5pm Sun $$$

Jonah’s: Perched above Whale Beach, Jonah’s pairs modern Australian seafood dishes with ocean views. noon-3pm & 6.30-11pm Thu-Sun $$$


ABORIGINAL ROCK ENGRAVINGS

While colonisation erased many of the artistic and cultural expressions of the Indigenous peoples who lived in and around what is now Sydney, one aspect survived by being literally written into the city’s bedrock. All over Sydney there are places where the outlines of animals, marine life and humanoid forms have been carved onto prominent shelves of rock.

Although many have been lost, built over or forgotten, several prominent sites remain and are accessible. These include an extensive set of carvings on a patch of rock within the Bondi Golf & Diggers Club, north of Bondi Beach, and others at Jibbon Head (near Bundeena in Royal National Park), and near Grotto Point on the Manly Scenic Walkway.



BEST BARS ON THE NORTHERN BEACHES

4 Pines Brewpub: Near the ferry in Manly, this pub attached to a local microbrewery is a perfect spot for sunny afternoon beers. 11am-11pm

Donny’s Bar: This loft-style Manly bar with a low-lit speakeasy vibe is an atmospheric spot for a cocktail. 4pm-2am Mon-Sat, 3pm-midnight Sun

New Brighton Hotel: This 1929 Manly boozer has bars on four levels, including a wraparound balcony and rooftop. 10am-3am Mon-Sat, 9am-midnight Sun

The Newport: An enormous complex overlooking the bobbing boats of Pittwater, with swathes of outdoor seating and several bars. noon-midnight




Blue Mountains

HAZY DAYS AND COSY NIGHTS


On the edge of Western Sydney, the Blue Mountains is Sydney’s favourite cool-climate escape, popular for weekenders and midwinter Christmas escapes (with a chance of snow in July and August).

The foothills start 65km inland from the city centre and rise to a 1100m-high sandstone plateau slashed by broad valleys cut through the stone. Within their depths are dense eucalyptus forests that release a fine mist of oil, resulting in the bluish haze that gives the mountains their name. The views over the valleys from the edge of the escarpments are unforgettable, the type of landscape you’ll only find in Australia.

A series of small towns, some little more than villages, are spread out along the main highways. Leura is the prettiest, its genteel streets lined with trees, cottages and well-tended gardens. Katoomba is the main hub, with the most dining, drinking and shopping options. Other appealing contenders include Wentworth Falls, Blackheath and Mt Victoria.

[image: jpg]

Echo Point and the Three Sisters | INVISIBLESANE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

It’s possible to travel between main towns such as Leura, Katoomba and Blackheath by public bus or train, the latter of which run from Central Station hourly. Another option is the Blue Mountains Explorer Bus, which offers a hop-on, hop-off service on a Katoomba–Leura loop ($49 per day). A car is the best option for getting to remote trailheads and viewpoints.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Echo Point

2 Sublime Point

3 Three Sisters

SIGHTS

4 Blue Mountains Botanic Garden Mount Tomah

5 Blue Mountains Cultural Centre

6 Campbell Rhododendron Garden

7 Evans Lookout

8 Everglades

9 Govetts Leap Lookout

10 Norman Lindsay Gallery

11 Princes Rock Lookout

12 Wentworth Falls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

13 Furber Steps

see 3 Giant Stairway

14 Prince Henry Cliff Walk

15 Scenic World

SLEEPING

see 5 Carrington Hotel

16 Greens of Leura

17 No. 14 Lovel St

EATING

18 Ateş

19 Basil Nut

20 Cassiopeia

21 Cinnabar

22 Fed

see 19 Hominy Bakery

see 16 Lily’s Pad

23 Pins on Lurline

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

24 Alexandra Hotel

25 Aunty Ed’s

see 5 Bootlegger Bar

see 5 Station Bar

INFORMATION

26 Blue Mountains Heritage Centre

see 1 Echo Point Visitors Centre

27 Glenbrook Information Centre
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The fastest route from Sydney to the Blue Mountains is the M4 motorway, but there is an alternative route that can turn the journey into a scenic loop. Bells Line of Road connects North Richmond with Lithgow and passes through Mt Tomah, home to the Blue Mountains Botanic Garden.





Hazy Blue-Tinged Views

Echo Point and other wonders

The essential Blue Mountains experience – the one that will stick with you long after you return home – is to stand at one of the many clifftop viewpoints and gaze in awe over the vast eucalyptus-scented valleys to the sculpted landscape beyond. One of the most memorable places for doing this is Echo Point in Katoomba, which offers the added thrill of views over the magical trio known as the Three Sisters, an enigmatic rock formation that’s sacred to the local Gundungurra people. Echo Point’s attractiveness comes at a price, and that’s the great gaggles of fellow travellers regularly disgorged here by idling tour buses; arrive early or late if you’d prefer more serenity. It does, however, have the advantage of being fully wheelchair accessible.

Better still, head to the much less frequented Sublime Point near Leura. This sharp, triangular outcrop narrows to a dramatic lookout with sheer cliffs on each side. You can still spot the Three Sisters from here, although they’re further away.

Around Blackheath there are several spots providing majestic views over the Grose Valley, notably Evans Lookout and Govetts Leap Lookout. Govetts Leap can be reached via one of the national park’s best wheelchair-accessible tracks, running for 2km from the Blue Mountains Heritage Centre via regenerating native bush.

Clifftop to Forest Floor Express

Scenic World’s dizzying rides

While the best things in the Blue Mountains are free, Scenic World offers extra frisson if the views alone aren’t cutting it for you. Two of its attractions are billed as the steepest of their kind in the world, which helps justify the correspondingly steep prices (adult/child from $50/30 online).

The Scenic Railway descends on a hair-raising 52-degree gradient to the Jamison Valley floor (aka Dinosaur Valley), where a herd of lifelike animatronic dinosaurs has been let loose in the ancient rainforest. There are over 25 species for junior rangers to spot among the trees. After completing a circuit of the forest boardwalks you can then catch the 510m Scenic Cableway back to the top.

The top station is also the starting point for the Scenic Skyway, a glass-floored gondola strung across the valley for a length of 384m, with the forest 270m below. If that’s not enough of a thrill, you can clamber onto the roof of the gondola at sunset for an open-air Beyond Skyway experience ($349).

For a complete change of pace, book the 90-minute Buunyal Tour (from $89, including the rides), where local Gundungurra guides provide an introduction to their culture and country.
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SYDNEY’S ABORIGINAL NATIONS

The Indigenous peoples on whose country Sydney was built were by no means a homogenous group. In fact, the land was divided up between several Aboriginal nations, each speaking a different language. Hence, the Dharawal people James Cook encountered in Botany Bay were entirely different from the Darug people that Governor Phillip met in Sydney Harbour.

The Darug were further split into clans such as the Gadigal, Wangal and Cammeraygal. They were bordered by the Kuringgai and Darkinjung people to the north, the Wiradjuri and Gundungurra to the west, and the Dharawal to the south.

Six different nations have territory in the vast Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage area. Learn more in the fascinating Blue Mountains Cultural Centre in Katoomba.



BEST CAFES & BAKERIES IN THE BLUE MOUNTAINS

Hominy Bakery: Hard-to-resist pies, sandwiches, wholemeal sourdough loaves and sweet treats make this a tempting stop. 6am-4pm $

Cassiopeia: Katoomba’s most serious coffee experience, roasting its own single-origin beans. Food is limited. 6am-2pm $

Lily’s Pad: This tucked-away Leura favourite has a menu of home baking, cooked breakfasts, pies and 10-hour brisket. 8am-3pm Mon-Sat $$

Fed: A top spot in Wentworth Falls, with display cabinets bulging with good-looking food. Sit in the cosy interior or on the street. 6.30am-3pm $$

Take a Hike

Rainforest rambles

This enormous wilderness offers myriad options for rewarding hikes. Tracks close from time to time due to fires, slips or general maintenance requirements, so head to the visitor centres in Glenbrook or Echo Point, or the national park’s Blue Mountains Heritage Centre near Blackheath for a list of what’s open. Ask them to suggest tracks to suit your ability and timeframe. They can also provide a list of wheelchair-accessible tracks.

If you’re ok with stairs (and lots of them), the Giant Stairway is a challenging three-hour loop from Echo Point to the floor of the valley via 900 steel and stone steps clinging to the edge of the cliff, followed by a hike along the valley to the Furber Steps. If you can’t bear the thought of climbing the 1000 steps back to the top, prearrange a Scenic World ticket and catch the Scenic Railway or Skyway back to the top. The return leg is along the highly scenic Prince Henry Cliff Walk.


BEST GARDENS & HISTORIC HOUSES

Norman Lindsay Gallery

The Faulconbridge home and garden of Norman Lindsay is now a gallery devoted to his life and saucy artworks.

Everglades

Leura property with fabulous 1930s interiors and a magnificent 5-hectare garden laid out by Danish landscape designer Paul Sorensen.

Campbell Rhododendron Garden

Pretty 18-hectare garden in Blackheath maintained by the local rhododendron society, lovingly planted with rhododendrons and azaleas.

Blue Mountains Botanic Garden Mount Tomah

This 252-hectare botanic garden between Bilpin and Bell is the cool-climate sibling of Sydney’s Royal Botanic Garden.

Mayfield Garden

Australia’s largest privately owned cool-climate garden; near Oberon, to the west of the mountains.



BEST RESTAURANTS IN THE BLUE MOUNTAINS

Basil Nut: Hidden down a Katoomba shopping arcade, this place serves Southeast Asian and fusion fare. noon-3pm & 5-8pm Wed-Mon $$

Ateş: A delectable modern Mediterranean sharing menu makes this restaurant the best in the area. 5.30-11pm Wed-Sun, plus noon-2.30pm Sat & Sun $$$

Cinnabar: With a mission to take you around the world in a single sitting, this elegant Blackheath place offers tasty fusion plates. 5.30-11pm Wed-Sat $$$

Pins on Lurline: A Katoomba favourite for its contemporary seasonal dishes. 5.30-11pm Thu-Sun, plus noon-2pm Sat & Sun $$$

Go Chasing Waterfalls

Walks around Wentworth Falls

There’s something very Lost World looking and sounding about the Valley of the Waters, an idyllic expanse of rainforest replete with creeks, waterfalls and cascades near the town of Wentworth Falls. At the namesake falls, Jamison Creek plummets 297m from an escarpment in two separate drops. It’s most easily viewed (from a distance) from the Princes Rock Lookout, reached by a 20-minute walk. Other options include a two-hour loop on the Undercliff-Overcliff Track.


BLUE MOUNTAINS BUSHFIRES

The fires that roared through the Blue Mountains in the summer of 2019–20 were unprecedented. Record high temperatures combined with high winds and low humidity created the perfect conditions for the fire to take hold. It’s estimated that 80% of the one-million-hectare Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area (comprising five adjacent national parks) was burnt, affecting 143 million native animals.

In Blue Mountains National Park itself, 73% was burnt. The area around Blackheath and Bells Line of Road was especially badly hit. Four years later, infrastructure was still being restored and many tracks remain closed. Yet nature is quickly bouncing back, with banksia flowering between singed gums topped with new foliage in areas such as Govetts Leap.



BEST BARS IN THE BLUE MOUNTAINS

Station Bar: Upbeat Katoomba spot with craft beer, wood-fired pizza and live music (on weekends). noon-10pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

Aunty Ed’s: Descend the stairs to travel in time, with craft beer, cocktails and artfully retro food. noon-9pm Sun-Thu, to 11pm Fri & Sat

Bootlegger Bar: Under a vaulted ceiling, this cellar-like bar hosts everything from Irish sessions to drag bingo. noon-midnight Wed-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Alexandra Hotel: A characterful old Leura pub, with cosy fireside nooks and a convivial outdoor space. 10am-10pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat




Royal National Park

WILDERNESS AND RUGGED BEACHES


The second-oldest national park in the world (established in 1879), 15,091-hectare Royal National Park adds a wild edge to Sydney’s southern border.

Precipitous cliffs broken up by secluded beaches stretch for 32km along its wave-pummelled coastline. Inland from here is a prime expanse of wilderness with pockets of subtropical rainforest, sandstone gullies filled with gum trees, scrubby heathland, and wetlands fed by rivers and creeks. This is part of the traditional lands of the Dharawal people, and their legacy can be felt strongly at places like Jibbon Head (near Bundeena), where their ancestors carved images of turtles, rays, whales and kangaroos into the stone.

The main visitor centre is at Audley on the Hacking River, right where it connects with Kangaroo Creek. Call in to pick up maps and get track advice. Rowboats, canoes and kayaks can be hired from the nearby Audley Boatshed for paddles along the two waterways.


GETTING AROUND

There’s a $12 fee to bring a car into Royal National Park, but it’s by far the easiest way to get around. Vehicles have three main entry points: Farnell Ave in Loftus, Lady Wakehurst Dr in Otford and McKell Ave in Waterfall. Mountain biking is also an option; take your bike on a train (for free) to Loftus, Engadine, Heathcote or Waterfall.

Alternatively, take the train to Cronulla and then catch the ferry across Port Hacking to Bundeena, the main village on the park’s northern coast, which is the start of the Coast Track.
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SIGHTS

1 Burning Palms Beach

2 Figure Eight Pools

3 Garie Beach

4 Karloo Pool

5 Little Marley Beach

6 Uloola Falls

7 Wattamolla Beach

8 Wedding Cake Rock

9 Werrong Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Audley Boatshed

11 Coast Track

SLEEPING

12 Bonnie Vale Campground

13 North Era Campground

14 Weemalah Cottage

INFORMATION

see 10 Royal National Park Visitor Centre
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Dangers abound for the unwary. Most of the beaches are unpatrolled and can be treacherous. Many Instagrammers make a beeline for the Figure Eight Pools, a striking natural rock pool on a shelf near Burning Palms Beach. This site is extremely dangerous and should only be visited (with caution) at low tide.



Two Days of Coastal Hiking

Royal National Park’s Coast Track

On this spectacular but tough two-day walk tracing the coastline of Royal National Park, you’ll quickly forget that there’s a major metropolis nearby. From May to November you’re likely to spot whales while hiking along the cliffs, and in summer there are numerous beaches to cool off in.

The path stretches 26km from Bundeena and Otford, with very few facilities in between. Water availability is very limited, so you’ll need to carry plenty and pack some purification tablets. Most people tackle it in two days, with a stay at the basic North Era Campground overnight (prebook via its website). Both ends are accessible by public transport; hiking north to south will keep the sun out of your eyes.

If you just want to get a taste of the Coast Track, a one-hour walk from Bundeena will bring you to Wedding Cake Rock, a large fenced-off slab of gleaming white sandstone, only just clinging on the cliff edge.

At the time of writing, parts of the track (including North Era Campground) were closed due to erosion and rock falls. Check the status on the national park website before making any plans.

Heathland Hike & Freshwater Swimming

Karloo Pool and Uloola Falls

Only half an hour’s walk via the Karloo walking track from Heathcote Station, Karloo Pool is a pretty spot for a picnic and refreshing swim. This natural swimming hole sits on a bend of Kangaroo Creek, surrounded by stone platforms where you can stretch out and dry off. The track then continues to Uloola Falls, where there’s a rudimentary campground near a picturesque set of cascades. It’s a 10km return track; allow around three hours. Alternatively, you can turn right at the falls and continue on the Uloola walking track to Waterfall Station, which takes around 90 minutes.

This area of the park is particularly lovely in springtime when the wildflowers are in bloom.


BEST BEACHES IN ROYAL NATIONAL PARK

Little Marley Beach

The only way to get to this secluded little beach is to walk; you may have it all to yourself.

Wattamolla Beach

Accessible by car, Wattamolla also has the great advantage of having both a surf beach and a lagoon.

Garie Beach

Picturesque surf beach, accessible by road, with lifesaving patrols on summer weekends and throughout January.

Burning Palms Beach

Idyllic golden-sand beach reached by a steep 2km walk. At low tide you can walk to Figure Eight Pools.

Werrong Beach

Tucked-away peaceful nudist beach reached by a very steep 1.6km walk, made rougher by slips in 2022.






Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Circular Quay & The Rocks

Sydney Harbour YHA $ Any qualms about the un-hostel-like prices will be shelved the moment you check out the rooftop of this sprawling, modern hostel.

Lord Nelson Brewery Hotel $$ Built in 1836, this atmospheric pub has a tidy set of upstairs rooms, with exposed stone walls and dormer windows.

Park Hyatt $$$ A luxurious Sydney experience in an unbeatable location. From the rooftop pool the Harbour Bridge seems almost close enough to touch.

Pier One $$$ Harbourside but away from the Circular Quay crowds in one of the Walsh Bay piers. Decor has a light maritime theme.

Sir Stamford $$$ With an old-fashioned ambience, a world away from the city-slicker styling of most Sydney hotels, Sir Stamford leaves a grand impression.

Four Seasons Hotel $$$ Five-star luxury in a tower block at the heart of things, with harbour views, comfortable rooms, first-class amenities and attentive staff.
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City Centre

Grace Hotel $$ The sumptuous skyscraper-Gothic exterior and art deco features make this 1920s building a Sydney landmark. By contrast, the commodious rooms are generically modern.

Little National Hotel $$$ Right above Wynyard Station, Little National offers compact but elegant rooms with comfortable beds, a good gym and a rooftop patio.

QT Sydney $$$ Fun, sexy and relaxed, this theatrical, effortlessly cool hotel is located in the State Theatre complex. Rooms are decorated with flair.

Darling Harbour & Haymarket

Wake Up! Sydney $ Flashpackers sleep soundly in this converted 1900 department store on top of Sydney’s busiest intersection, now a convivial, colourful 520-bed hostel.

Sydney Central YHA $ By Central Station, this 565-bed mega-hostel has brilliant facilities, including workspaces for digital nomads and a rooftop pool.

Pod Sydney $ Offers a mix of comfy dorm beds (individual lights and privacy curtains) and private doubles. Facilities are shared, including a small kitchen.

The Darling $$$ Above the bling of the Star casino, the elegant Darling offers fancy sheets, floor-to-ceiling windows and remote-control operation of basically everything.

Kings Cross, Potts Point & Woolloomooloo

Pacific House Hostel $$ A beautifully renovated 1892 building converted into an atmospheric and very clean hostel with all the facilities you could wish for.

Hotel 59 $$ With just nine simple, spotless, comfortable rooms, the family-run Hotel 59 offers great bang for your buck.

Spicers Potts Point $$$ This expert conversion of three Victorian-era terraces into a hotel is a classy choice on leafy Victoria St.

Darlinghurst, Surry Hills & Paddington

Big Hostel $ A bright and breezy, no-frills Surry Hills hostel with lockers, a rooftop terrace, a decent communal area and a 24-hour kitchen.

Crystalbrook Albion $$ This boutique hotel successfully combines an Edwardian convent building with a modern extension. Rooms range from compact ‘cosies’ to commodious suites.

ADGE Hotel + Residences $$$ Modern and bold, ADGE puts an upbeat twist on the ubiquitous serviced apartment experience, with quality kitchens and appealing balconies.

Bondi & the Eastern Beaches

Wake Up! Bondi Beach $ Wake up to views of crashing waves at this clean hostel on the main strip. Large rooftop terrace, too.

Bondi Beach House $$ In a tranquil pocket behind Campbell Pde, this charming guesthouse offers a home-like atmosphere, decorated in botanical style with rustic-chic furnishings.

QT Bondi $$$ Chic and appropriately beachy, this apartment hotel is just steps from the sand, with spacious rooms, appealing facilities and chatty staff.

Newtown & the Inner West

Mandelbaum House $ One of Sydney Uni’s residential colleges, this sweet spot makes a great place to stay in summer (December to early February only).

Urban Newtown $$ A couple of minutes’ walk from Newtown station, this casual hotel in a former RSL Club offers industrial-styled studio accommodation.

Old Clare Hotel $$$ A sensitive brewery conversion is now a 69-room hotel in a prime Chippendale location. Rooms are attractive with high ceilings.

North Shore

Discovery Parks – Lane Cove $ Have a back-to-nature experience in the heart of suburbia in this Lane Cove National Park campground.

Glenferrie Lodge $ Set in a grand 19th-century house in a peaceful Kirribilli location, this guesthouse offers affordable modern rooms, mostly sharing bathrooms.

Wildlife Retreat at Taronga $$$ Gaze out your window at koalas and wallabies in this memorable luxury lodge within Taronga Zoo.

1 Roar and Snore $$$ Luxury harbourside glamping within earshot of the lions and tigers at Taronga Zoo. Prices include dinner, breakfast and up-close animal encounters.

Manly & the Northern Beaches

Stoke Beach House $ Attractive hostel close to Manly Beach, with comfy rooms, a well-equipped kitchen, soap dispensers in the showers and great staff.

101 Addison Road B&B $$ This sumptuously decorated 1880s cottage is perched on a quiet street near Manly Beach. A self-catering breakfast is provided.

Quest Manly $$$ The Quest’s smart, self-contained apartments are superbly located for both Manly’s beaches and the ferry to the city.

Blue Mountains

No. 14 Lovel St $ This hostel in a 1913 Katoomba cottage has a friendly vibe, colourful interiors, polished floorboards and helpful managers.

Carrington Hotel $$ Like stepping into a game of Cluedo, this 1883 gem has a billiard room, ballroom, wood-panelled library and a dome-roofed bar.

Greens of Leura $$$ This pretty Edwardian house, set in a fountain-filled garden, offers genuine hospitality and five individually styled rooms, some with fourposter beds.

Royal National Park

Bonnie Vale Campground $ By the beach near Bundeena, this is the largest of the national park sites, with flat grassy pitches and hot showers.

Weemalah Cottage $$$ One of three cottages rented out by the national park, this self-contained timber house sits by the river at Warumbul.






North Coast New South Wales

COASTAL BLISS AND HINTERLAND GEMS


Beautiful beaches and lush rainforests fringe one of Australia’s most road-trip-able coasts, with plenty of opportunities for gourmet indulgence along the way.



[image: jpg]

Putty Beach, Bouddi National Park | BRUCE GRAHAM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

There are more than 900 recorded beaches in New South Wales (NSW), and over a third of them dot its North Coast. This sublime stretch between the Central Coast, north of Sydney, and Tweed Heads, hugging the NSW–Queensland border, is also home to some of Australia’s best surf breaks. Even if you’re not a beach person, there are whales to watch in winter, and a verdant string of national parks and reserves to explore beyond the sand; more than a dozen of them form part of Australia’s World Heritage-listed Gondwana Rainforests.

If that’s not appealing enough, at the southern end of the region stands the historic city of Newcastle with its rich collection of cultural institutions. Not to mention the 120-odd cellar doors to explore in the vineyard-covered hills of the Hunter Valley, just a short hop to the west. The much-improved Pacific Mwy assures a safer road trip along the coast, though as the North Coast’s main artery bypasses nearly every town, you’ll want to take plenty of detours to laid-back coastal villages and cosy hinterland hamlets. Perched on the most easterly point of the Australian mainland, the celebrated beach town of Byron Bay may be busier these days, but it’s still beautiful. Further east, Lord Howe Island is a magnificent natural playground, where the blockbuster hiking is rivaled only by the tiny island’s aquamarine lagoon, fringed by teeming coral reefs.

[image: jpg]

Fish, Lord Howe Island | DARKYDOORS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CENTRAL COAST

Coastal national parks.

NEWCASTLE

History, food and surf beaches.

LORD HOWE & NORFOLK ISLANDS

Remote isles with hiking.

COFFS HARBOUR & THE MID-NORTH COAST

Coastal nature galore.

BYRON BAY & THE FAR NORTH COAST

Buzzy beach towns.





Find Your Way


Buses ply the Pacific Mwy that traces the coast, but this 750km journey, with many worthy detours, is best experienced on an independent road trip. Four regional airports offer additional access points.
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Plan Your Days


The North Coast is best explored by car from south to north or vice versa, but if time is tight you can dip in from either end for a delicious taste of the region.
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If You Only Visit One Place

• No doubt the legendary Far North Coast beach town of Byron Bay with its superb surf beaches and smorgasbord of dining and wellness offerings is high on your list. From here it’s easy to hop in a hire car and explore the hinterland and lush Tweed Region.

• Just a three-hour train ride from Sydney, the coastal city of Newcastle also makes for an easy getaway, with a great mix of natural, cultural and culinary attractions to keep all types of travellers entertained.




A Week Up Your Sleeve

• If you’re not keen on driving, pick a few key stops and book those bus or train tickets – Newcastle, Yamba, Byron Bay and Brunswick Heads are the easiest and most worthwhile destinations to reach and explore without your own wheels.

• It’s possible to get a good feel for the North Coast on a weeklong road trip along its entire length, but you’ll have more time for activities if you choose a smaller chunk to explore at a slower pace, such as Byron Bay and the Tweed, or Newcastle and the Hunter Valley.




Longer to Travel Around

• Pack the car for a coastal road trip for the memory books, covering the entire length of the North Coast and every Pacific Mwy detour that takes your fancy in between, from the wineries of the Hunter Valley to the tiny beach towns of the Mid-North Coast, to the winding roads of the hinterland of the Far North Coast.

• Spend lazy days at quiet beaches, immerse in coastal rainforests, deep-dive into local history and Aboriginal culture, and treat yourself to some of Australia’s finest regional dining along the way.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

The North Coast is a year-round destination, with accommodation bargains to be found during the winter months, if you don’t mind the chill.

APRIL

Over the Easter weekend the long-running Byron Bay Bluesfest music festival attracts huge international acts and local heavyweights.
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MAY

Discover Nimbin’s MardiGrass, the season’s first whales, and the Hunter Valley’s Lovedale Long Lunch.
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JUNE

Creatives converge for the Bellingen Readers & Writers Festival while heat-seekers make for the Sawtell Chilli Festival.
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JULY

Big-name international acts hit the stages of Splendour in the Grass, as surfers welcome big winter swells along the coast.
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AUGUST

The Byron Bay Writers’ Festival gathers together big-name, predominantly Australian writers and their readers in Bangalow for three days.
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SEPTEMBER

Eat your way around the Byron Bay region without leaving Bangalow at the hinterland town’s Sample Food Festival .
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OCTOBER

Last chance for whale watching (especially at the northern end of the coast) as whales head back south with calves close.
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Central Coast

BEACHES | NATIONAL PARKS | MOUNTAIN BIKING
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The Central Coast runs between Sydney and Newcastle and includes some gorgeous beaches, sizeable swaths of national park and a series of inlets and saltwater lagoons that makes the geography here fascinating. There’s demographic diversity too, with working-class coastal communities combined with weekending Sydney socialites and a solid corpus of lifestyle retirees and property-price-refugee commuters. The area’s largest town is the transport and services hub of Gosford, but visitors tend to flock to the coastal holiday haunts of Avoca and Terrigal, though Ettalong has some of the region’s best dining options. Further south, towards the mouth of the Hawkesbury River, are picturesque national park enclaves, including Patonga, Pearl Beach and Killcare.

Further north, a series of salt ‘lakes’ spreads up the coast; be dazzled by the aquamarine hues of The Entrance as you cross the bridge over Tuggerah Lake, and watch pelicans (and people) paddle across placid Lake Macquarie, south of Newcastle.


GETTING AROUND

The southernmost points of the Central Coast can be accessed by ferry from Sydney’s Palm Beach, while NSW TrainLink trains from Sydney to Newcastle stop in Woy Woy and Gosford. Buses connect the regions of the Central Coast with interchange hubs at Gosford, Wyong, Tuggerah and Woy Woy railway stations. Visit the Busways website for timetables and maps; pay with an Opal card or a credit or debit card. Self-service Boomerang Bikes kiosks are found in Umina, Ettalong and The Entrance.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bouddi National Park

2 Copacabana Beach

SIGHTS

3 Australian Reptile Park

4 Avoca Beach

5 Brisbane Water National Park

6 Frazer Beach

7 Pearl Beach

8 Soldiers Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Ourimbah Mountain Bike Park

SLEEPING

10 Kims Beachside Retreat

11 Tiarri on Terrigal

EATING

12 Boathouse Hotel Patonga

13 Box on the Water

see 2 Burnt Honey

see 13 Lucky Bee

see 13 Osteria Il Coccia

14 Yellowtail

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Bar Botanica

16 Six Strings

17 Tropicana Social Club
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The Central Coast is home to some of Australia’s most accessible beaches, with beach wheelchairs available for free hire at a dozen beaches; arrange at individual Surf Life Saving Clubs.



The Big Two National Parks

Bouddi and Brisbane Water

There are more than half a dozen national parks and conservation areas on the Central Coast, but two stand out. Cradling the region’s southeastern tip, spectacular Bouddi National Park has a collection of walking trails leading to isolated beaches and dramatic lookouts, with views towards Barrenjoey Head at the northern end of Sydney.

There are NSW National Parks & Wildlife Service (NSW NPWS) campgrounds at Little Beach, Putty Beach and Tallow Beach; like all NSW NPWS campgrounds, you’ll need to book ahead. From Putty Beach, the Bouddi Coastal Walk runs eight easy and picturesque kilometres to Macmasters Beach.

Rising up behind Broken Bay to the west, Brisbane Water National Park is famed for its explosions of spring wildflowers and Aboriginal rock engravings. The most impressive gallery is the Bulgandry Art Site Aboriginal Place, 3km south of the Pacific Mwy on Woy Woy Rd. The 2km Girrakool loop track (easy, 30 minutes) also features an Aboriginal engraving site.

On Your Bike

Ride local mountain-biking trails

There’s some great mountain biking (MTB) to be done in the Central Coast’s national parks and state forests. Top billing goes to the Ourimbah Mountain Bike Park (managed by the Central Coast MTB Club), with weekend shuttles to its gravity-fed trails operated by Transition Extreme. There are three scenic MTB trails in Brisbane Water National Park, while the 10km Bouddi Ridge Explorer MBT trail in Bouddi National Park offers great variety and scenery. In Ettalong, Ride Ettalong hires a range of bikes and runs a variety of local tours.

Rocking Rock Pools

Ocean pools for all

The Central Coast has a great collection of constructed ocean pools. Larger pools better suited to swimming laps include the Pearl Beach Rockpool and the Grant McBride Baths at The Entrance, while smaller pools best for kids include the Macmasters Beach Rock Pool, Avoca Beach Rock Pool, Terrigal Rock Pool, and Norah Head Rock Pool – the latter three are giant rock pools.
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A Ferry Good Time

Day at Patonga Beach

A novel day out for Sydneysiders is a trip to the Central Coast’s southernmost beach by ferry from Palm Beach (30 minutes, Friday to Monday). Anchored by an excellent waterfront pub, the Boathouse Hotel Patonga, this gold-sand bay offers great views of West Head. If you’re already on the Central Coast, it’s a scenic drive (or take a bus) from Umina through a gorgeous swath of Brisbane Water National Park. Or hike the 4.2km bush track from lovely Pearl Beach to the north.

Encounters of the Scaly Kind

Reptile park with a special role

Hands-on zoos raise some ethical concerns; nevertheless, the Australian Reptile Park in Somersby plays an important role as a major supplier of terrestrial snake venom and funnel-web spider venom for the production of antivenom. Watch critters being milked, among other wildlife experiences.


CENTRAL COAST’S BEST BEACHES

Pearl Beach, Pearl Beach

The region’s most seductive curve of sand, lapped by gentle waves with a lovely outlook across the bay.

Copacabana Beach, Copacabana

A dramatic bay cradled by sandstone cliffs, with a point break at each end (the southern end is MacMasters Beach).

Avoca Beach, Avoca

The region’s most popular surf beach has breaks for beginners to experts.

Soldiers Beach, Norah Head

Surf, swim, and jump off the rocks at this stunning stretch of sand you won’t want to leave.

Frazer Beach, Frazer Park

Leave the suburbs behind at this secluded cove, deep in the Munmorah State Conservation Area.



Eating & Drinking on the Central Coast: Our Picks

Burnt Honey: BYO cup to this eco-conscious bakery, where the coffee is as good as the pastries. 7am-12.30pm Wed-Sat, from 7.30am Sun $

Box on the Water: Grab a kiosk coffee (7am-4pm) or take a waterfront seat for a refined bistro meal. noon-3pm, plus 5.30-8pm Thu-Sun $$

Lucky Bee: Enjoy this collision of Southeast Asian flavours in Ettalong. 5.30-10pm Thu, noon-3pm & 5.30-10pm Fri & Sat, noon-5pm Sun $$

Osteria Il Coccia: Fine, flame-cooked Italian with a five-course degustation for dinner on Saturday. In Ettalong. noon-2pm Fri-Sun, 6-9pm Thu-Sat $$$

Yellowtail: Opt for à la carte or the five-course affair; either way this fine diner delivers. noon-2pm Fri & Sat, 5.45-10pm Mon-Sat $$$

Bar Botanica: Pair dishes with cocktails made with Distillery Botanica’s spirits. 11am-4pm Wed-Thu, 10am-5pm Fri-Sun

Tropicana Social Club: Tiki bar and pizzeria in the back streets of Woy Woy. 5-9pm Wed & Thu, until 10pm Fri & Sat

Six Strings: Erina brewery; at least 12 brews on tap with burgers to mop ’em up. noon-8pm Mon & Tues, until 9.30pm Wed-Sat, 11am-5pm Sun




Newcastle

BEACHES & SURFING | HISTORY | FOOD & DRINK
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The salt-licked port city of Newcastle may be a fraction of the size of Sydney, but Australia’s second-oldest city punches well above its weight. Superb surf beaches, historical architecture and a sun-drenched climate are only part of its charm. A flourishing dining scene, fun bars, cool boutiques and a laid-back attitude combine to make ‘Newy’ well worth a couple of days of your time – especially following the 2023 revitalisation of the city’s historic ocean baths.

Just 160km or a two-hour drive north of Sydney, Newcastle, located on the traditional lands of the Awabakal and Worimi Aboriginal peoples, had a rough trot at the end of the 20th century, with a major earthquake and the closure of its steel and shipbuilding industries. Its other important industry, shipping coal, has an uncertain future too, but Novocastrians always seem to get by with creative entrepreneurship and a positive attitude.


GETTING AROUND

Sydney Trains runs regular services to Newcastle Interchange (Station St, Wickham, three hours). From here the Newcastle Light Rail covers the 2.7km to Newcastle Beach. The city has an extensive network of local buses, and a ferry operates between Queens Wharf and Stockton. You can use an Opal card or pay-and-go credit or debit card on local services. The EasyPark app allows you to pay for parking remotely and gives you 15 minutes free in 1P and 2P parking areas; all parking meters accept cards, some take coins. Newcastle’s airport in Williamtown services a handful of eastern Australian destinations, including Lord Howe Island.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Newcastle Beach

SIGHTS

2 Christ Church Cathedral

3 Fort Scratchley

4 Newcastle Art Gallery

5 Newcastle Museum

6 Nobby’s Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Bathers Way

8 Bogey Hole

9 Newcastle Surf School

SLEEPING

10 Lucky Hotel

11 Newcastle Beach YHA

12 QT Newcastle

EATING

13 Autumn Rooms

14 Humbug

15 Momo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16 Coal & Cedar

17 Falcon

18 Good Brother Espresso Shop

19 King Street

20 Koutetsu

SHOPPING

21 Abicus

22 Olive Tree Market



Pack Your Swimwear

Newcastle’s blissful beaches and pools

At the eastern end of town is lovely Newcastle Beach. Freshly reopened in 2023 following a major renovation, the art-deco ocean baths at the northern end are a mellow alternative. There’s a shallow pool for toddlers and a backdrop of heaving ocean and chugging cargo ships. Just around the headland to the north is Nobby’s Beach, a popular beginner surf spot in small swells.

South of Newcastle Beach, below King Edward Park, is Australia’s oldest ocean bath, the convict-carved Bogey Hole. It’s an atmospheric place to splash about when the surf’s crashing over its edge. The most popular surf breaks are at Bar Beach and Merewether Beach, two ends of the same beach a bit further south. Merewether has huge ocean baths (Australia’s largest) of its own. Opposite the popular Merewether Surfhouse, don’t miss the Merewether Aquarium. Not an aquarium in the traditional sense, this pedestrian underpass has been transformed into a pop-art underwater world by local artist Trevor Dickinson. There are numerous quirky details, including the artist himself as a diver, and an autographed painting of legendary local surfer Mark Richards.

The city’s famous annual surfing festival, Surfest, takes place in Merewether in February.
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Trace the Coast

Walk the Bather’s Way

Breathe in the ocean on the scenic Bathers Way coastal path from Nobby’s Beach to Merewether Beach, which winds along spectacular cliff-scapes and the city’s finest stretches of sand. Interpretative signs describing Aboriginal, convict and natural history dot the 6km trail. The most spectacular section is the stretch of boardwalk known as Memorial Walk between Bar Beach and Strzelecki Lookout; this offers magical sea views. A refreshed section south of Newcastle Beach weaves past a new skate park that opened in 2024.


SURFING NEWCASTLE

Dan Frodsham, owner of Newcastle Surf School (newcastlesurfschool.com.au), recommends some of the Newcastle area’s surf spots.

Blacksmiths Beach

Just south of Newcastle, this is hands-down the best spot for beginners. It’s a safe, easy wave, with a breakwall that protects it from southerly swells.

Bar Beach and Merewether

There are so many breaks along this 1.3km stretch that you can almost always find a wave to yourself. The right-hander that peels along the rocky reef off Merewether is best suited to intermediate to expert riders.

Caves Beach

I grew up surfing here, south of Blacksmiths Beach, where you’ll find a huge range of beach breaks suitable for all levels.



From Coal to Cannons

Newcastle’s top museums

Housed in the restored Honeysuckle Point Railway Workshops in the city centre, the Newcastle Museum (free entry; closed Monday) tells a tale of the city from its first Awabakal residents to its rough-and-tumble social history, shaped by a cast of convicts, coal miners and steelworkers. Exhibitions are interactive and engaging, ranging from geology to local legends like the band Silverchair (fans will love the neon sign near the bathrooms), and the Newcastle Knights rugby league club. If you’re travelling with kids, check out hands-on science centre Supernova and the hourly sound-and-light Fire and Earth show, which explores the steelmaking process. At the time of research, the expansion of the Newcastle Art Gallery – featuring a 7000-strong collection of works by luminaries ranging from Margaret Preston to Brett Whiteley to Newcastle-born John Olsen – was due to be completed on Lamman St by late 2024.

Perched above Newcastle Harbour on Nobbys Rd, Fort Scratchley (closed Tuesdays) was constructed during the Crimean War to protect the city against a feared Russian invasion. During WWII, this intriguing military site returned fire on a Japanese submarine, making it the only Australian fort to have engaged in a maritime attack. It’s free to visit, but the guided tours run by passionate volunteers from the Fort Scratchley Historical Society are worth taking, as you venture into the fort’s labyrinth of underground tunnels. Head to the shop for tickets or for a self-guided-tour brochure.

If You Only See One Church

A must-see hilltop cathedral

Dominating the city skyline, Newcastle’s Anglican Christ Church Cathedral is filled with treasures, including 11 gold artworks made from jewellery donated by locals who lost loved ones in WWI. The self-guided tour offers an insight into special features, such as the fine Pre-Raphaelite stained-glass window by Edward Burne-Jones and William Morris. Climb the claustrophobic spiral stairs to the tower (by appointment; $10 donation) for splendid views across the mouth of the Hunter and the long dunes beyond. It’s on Church St, uphill from Queens Wharf.
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BLACKROCK

Silverchair may be Newcastle’s most famous cultural export, but one of Australia’s most culturally important films also came out of Newy. Adapted from a play by Nick Enright and inspired by the brutal 1989 murder of Newcastle schoolgirl Leigh Leigh, Blackrock hit screens in 1995. Holding an uncomfortable mirror to the dark side of Australian youth culture, set against the backdrop of a working-class beachside suburb, the gritty drama was like a Puberty Blues (Australian coming-of-age 1979 novel) for the 1990s. Premiering at the Sundance Film Festival, Blackrock marked the late Heath Ledger’s first feature-film credit; his small yet significant role sees his character torn between his moral compass and his loyalties to his mates.



Best Bars in Newcastle

Coal & Cedar: Text the number posted at the Hunter St entrance to this bar, which serves excellent cocktails. 5pm-2am Mon-Sat

Koutetsu: The quirky vibe of this West End bar hints at its former life as a pawn shop. Pair cracking cocktails with gyoza. 6pm-2am Wed-Sat

Falcon: Too nice to be called a dive bar; US-style food keeps it real. 5-10pm Wed & Thu, noon-11pm Fri & Sat, noon-10pm Sun

King Street: This tri-level live music venue with several bars was enlarged and renovated in 2023. 8pm-3.30am Fri-Sat, until midnight Sun

An Emerging Culinary Capital

Newcastle’s food scene

Forced to reinvent itself following the closure of the city’s steelworks in 1999, Newcastle’s revival has been partly, yet powerfully, fuelled by food. The city is now home to entire food streets, a humming bar scene, cool cafes, and hatted restaurants (Australia’s version of the Michelin star) adding to its visitor appeal.

Co-owned by Silverchair bassist-turned hospitality guru Chris Joannou, Flotilla sits at the top of the must-visit list, with hyper-seasonal set menus for carnivores and vegetarians that showcase the finest local produce. Vecina, its Spanish sister-bar, opened nextdoor in 2023.

In the heart of the city in Hunter St, there’s nothing deceptive about Humbug – this buzzy neighbourhood Italian comes with an excellent wine list, and staff so knowledgeable about each drop you’d think they’d bottled it themselves.

Novocastrians have long had a soft spot for Japanese cuisine, with the city’s proliferation of ramen, yakitori and sushi joints offering a cheap and tasty feed. And when you can’t decide what to eat, a stroll along Beaumont St in Hamilton presents a smorgasbord of options, from Mexican to Korean.

Newcastle also serves up a delicious array of food experiences during April’s Newcastle Food Month.


NEWCASTLE’S BEST SHOPPING

Abicus

Fashion and footwear, books and vinyl in Darby St, just south of Newcastle Art Gallery.

Newcastle City Farmers Marke

Stock up on everything from fresh oysters to Hunter Valley wines at the Newcastle Showground on most Sunday mornings.

Olive Tree Market

With a focus on art and design, Newcastle’s most stylish market is held in Civic Park on the first Saturday of each month.

House of Lita

Beautifully curated collection of homeware and lifestyle products, from quirky ceramics to baguette bags. In Wickham.

Retro Wardrobe

Browse colour-popping vintage fashions and homeware in Hamilton.



Best Cafes in Newcastle

Good Brother Espresso: Coffee shop by day, bar by night, also makes a mean bagel. 6am-5pm Mon-Wed, until 10pm Thu-Sat, 7am-noon Sun $

Common Circus: Come for the coffee, leave with colourful new homeware. It’s located in Hamilton. 7am-4pm Mon-Sat, 7.30am-3pm Sun $

Momo: Enjoy nourishing, plant-based cafe fare (including Tibetan dumplings) in a light-filled former bank on Hunter St. 8am-2.30pm Wed-Mon $$

Autumn Rooms: Elevated brunch dishes change with the seasons at this Cooks Hill favourite. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 7.30am Sat & Sun $$




Beyond Newcastle
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The coastal idyll of Port Stephens and one of Australia’s most famous wine regions both lie within an hour’s drive of Newcastle.


The Hunter Valley, west of Newcastle, is Australia’s oldest wine region, and the vineyards blanketing its gentle rolling hills continue to produce some of the nation’s finest wines. The region also offers everything from hot-air ballooning and horse riding to open-air concerts. Accordingly, it’s a very popular weekend escape for Sydneysiders.

An entirely different weekender awaits north of Newcastle. Fringed by national parks and nature reserves, Port Stephens serves up sheltered bays and stunning surf beaches. Nelson Bay, the area’s main town, has a bustling marina from where you can embark on all manner of aquatic activities. Just east of town, Tomaree National Park arcs southwest along the coast towards the incredible dune-landscape of the Worimi Conservation Lands.

Places

Hunter Valley

Port Stephens


GETTING AROUND

Hunter Line train services run between Newcastle and the Hunter Valley fringe towns of Maitland and Singleton. Enlisting a designated driver or booking a tour is the best way to get around the region if you’re here for the wine. Port Stephens Coaches zips around Port Stephens’ townships, heading to Newcastle and Newcastle Airport. Cycling is a great way to experience the area, with a self-service Boomerang Bikes kiosk in Nelson Bay among the local rental options.



Hunter Valley Time from Newcastle: 50 MINS [image: img]

Hunter Valley Festivals

The Hunter’s vineyards provide a spectacular backdrop for A Day on the Green. This series of concerts runs at Bimbadgen Estate in Pokolbin throughout the spring – expect big-name artists from a variety of genres, with 2024 headliners including Tom Jones and the Chemical Brothers.

The festivities turn to feasting at the Lovedale Long Lunch, a progressive lunch that invites gourmands to discover the delights of Lovedale over two days in May. In June the Hunter Valley Wine & Beer Festival pops up in the Rydges Resort Hunter Valley for a jampacked day of tastings, gourmet local food, live entertainment and activities for kids. Rounding out the calendar is October’s Grapevine Gathering, a one-day music festival held at Pokolbin’s Hope Estate, which is known to host other big acts throughout the year.

Port Stephens Time from Newcastle: 50 MINS [image: img]

Visit the Port Stephens Koala Sanctuary

Port Stephens is located in an important koala corridor, and while these furry creatures can be tricky to spot in the wild, the Port Stephens Koala Sanctuary near One Mile Beach assures guaranteed sightings. The main attraction at this state-of-the-art collaboration between the Port Stephens Council and the Port Stephens Koala Hospital is the wheelchair-accessible Skywalk, where you can see the koalas who are in the care of the sanctuary. There’s no interaction with the patients, but you can peer through the observation window at the on-site Koala Hospital, and even spend the night in a glamping tent, suite or studio, surrounded by koala habitat, with exclusive early-morning access to the Skywalk before day visitors arrive. Visits help to fund the sanctuary’s vital work.

Walk and swim in Tomaree National Park

This wonderfully wild expanse of coastal Tomaree National Park offers beautiful hiking in an area that can feel far more remote than it actually is. The park harbours angophora forests and several threatened species, including koalas, and you can spot outcrops of the rare volcanic rock rhyodacite. Its beaches and walking trails are fantastic. Watching the sunrise from Tomaree Head (161m) is well worth slogging up the steps on the 2.2km-return Toomaree Head Summit Walk, while Zenith Beach down below beckons for a post-hike dip. The new Tomaree Coastal Walk (27km, two days), linking Tomaree Head to Birubi Beach, opened in 2023 and offers a deeper immersion in this coastal wilderness.
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BEST HUNTER VALLEY PRODUCE

All providores, except the Lovedale Smokehouse Deli, are located in Pokolbin.

Hunter Valley Cheese Company

Learn cheesy facts at the daily 3pm cheese talk, enjoy a tasting, or select from a variety of styles available for purchase.

Hunter Valley Chocolate Company

Indulge your chocolatey and fudgey fantasies at the company’s Broke Rd ‘showroom’.

Hunter Valley Smelly Cheese Shop

An emporium of local produce to fill your picnic basket, as well as sandwiches and more to go.

Lovedale Smokehouse Deli

House-made charcuterie (from trout to ham), plus relishes and sauces galore.

Pukara Estate

Sample premium olive oils, barrel-aged vinegars and tapenades before you buy.



Eating & Drinking in Port Stephens: Our Picks

Little Nel: Try the local Medowie mushrooms at this popular, sun-drenched Nelson Bay cafe. 7.30am-2.15pm Tue-Sun, 7am-noon Mon $$

Cheeky Dog: Mediterranean bistro and bar at Bannisters hotel. In Soldiers Point. noon-10pm Sun-Thu, until 11pm Fri & Sat $$

Shoal Bay Country Club: Cafe, Greek restaurant, bistro and bar in one. Pumps on weekends. 6.30am-2am Mon-Sat, until midnight Sun $$

Little Beach Boathouse: Generous plates of local seafood served Nelson Bay-side. noon-2pm Fri & Sat, noon-2.45pm Sun, 5-8.45pm Tue-Sat $$$





Help me Pick:


Hunter Valley Wineries


With a history of winemaking dating back to the 1820s, the Hunter Valley is home to more than 150 wineries, most with a cellar door (tasting room). Hunter wineries are refreshingly welcoming to novices. The region is best known for its semillon, but chardonnay and verdelho are just as common, with shiraz, cabernet sauvignon and merlot rounding out the top local reds. The Hunter is also home to one of the state’s top regional dining scenes.


Where to sip if you love…

Classic & Historic

1 Tyrell’s It’s worth swinging by this Hunter wine pioneer just to see the original hut built by founder Edward Tyrell in 1858 that still stands on the estate. In Pokolbin.

2 Tulloch Wines Sample six current-release wines at this upmarket Pokolbin winery, operating for over 125 years, or upgrade to a ‘Hunter Heroes’ tasting, which includes a museum-aged drop.
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Natural & Sustainable

3 Kinklewood Sample excellent certified organic and biodynamic wines in a charming Provençal-style garden in Broke, from Friday to Sunday.

4 Vinden Wines Regenerative farming practices are combined with minimal-intervention winemaking at this second-generation Pokolbin winery, open daily.

Small & Personal

5 Lake’s Folly Try the brilliant cabernet blend and chardonnay; both grown, vintaged and bottled on the estate. These small-production wines sell out fast – you’re most likely to find the Pokolbin cellar door open from June to August.

6 Pierre’s Wines Sip handmade méthode traditionnelle sparkling with owner/winemaker Peter Went in Branxton, just north of Lovedale.

Location, Location

7 Usher Tinkler Set in a renovated Pokolbin church enhanced with salvaged furniture, this relaxed cellar door was made for lingering over the lengthy list of next-generation wines.

8 Brokenwood Wines This state-of-the-art Pokolbin cellar door, known for its ‘Cricket Pitch’ blends, is a fine spot to begin a Hunter tasting adventure and line your stomach at its Wood Restaurant.

9 Keith Tulloch Wine The Hamptons-esque setting is fitting of the premium drops produced by this fourth-generation winemaker. Muse Kitchen (more casual cousin of Hungerford Hill Winery’s Muse Restaurant) is located here.

Fine Wining & Dining

a Bistro Molines You can be forgiven for thinking you’re in the south of France as you take your wrought-iron seat at this terrace restaurant in Mount View. restaurant noon-3pm Thu-Mon & 7-10pm Sat

b Margan Restaurant Estate-grown produce shines in the contemporary tasting and à la carte menus, which can be paired with a farm and vineyard tour. The attached Margan Wines cellar door is open daily. restaurant Fri-Sun 8-10pm

c Muse Restaurant Theatrically plated five-course set menus are complemented by a wine list starring drops from Hungerford Hill Winery; the restaurant is located on the Pokolbin estate. restaurant 6-8.30pm Tue-Sat
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HOW TO

When to go The Hunter is a year-round destination, though most photogenic in spring. The region’s early harvest period typically sees vines picked by April.

Book ahead If you’re making your own itinerary, check ahead, as some cellar doors are only open on weekends and/or operate on a reservations-based system.

Be strategic There are five unofficial subregions – Lovedale, Mount View, Broke Fordwich and Pokolbin, with the Upper Hunter a 30-minute drive further north.

Budget Some cellar doors charge for tastings (typically $5–10), which is usually redeemable on bottle purchases.



DIY or Guided Tour

Exploring the Hunter on your own gives you the freedom to pick and choose your wineries and decide how long you linger in each one. Alternatively, book transfers with the likes of Wine Country Taxis (winecountrytaxis.com.au), iHop Hunter Valley (ihophuntervalley.com.au) or Hunter Valley Small Group Tours and Transfers (huntervalleysmallgrouptours.com.au). Another option is to cycle between Pokolbin-area wineries on an e-bike, with hire available in Pokolbin at Sutton Estate and Grapemobile Bicycle Hire at Pokolbin Brothers Wines.

Some advance planning is recommended to decide your route and check if you need to book ahead. Guided tours cost from around $200 for a whole day, including lunch, with plenty of options. Two Fat Blokes (twofatblokes.com.au) runs popular half- and full-day tours to smaller wineries, including a cheese-paired tasting. Hunter Valley Boutique Wine Tours (huntervalleytours.com.au) also offers a range of full-day options as well as a half-day option on weekdays, while Zephyr Tours (zephertours.com.au) runs tours from Sydney daily, except Monday.




Venture to Broughton Island

The remote Broughton Island, about 14km off the coast of Port Stephens, forms part of Myall Lakes National Park and is uninhabited except for muttonbirds and little penguins, and its surrounding waters are home to an enormous diversity of fish. The diving is excellent, and the beaches are secluded. If you don’t have your own boat, Moonshadow-TQC Cruises runs day trips from Nelson Bay. Like all NSW NPWS campsites, the five sites on the island must be reserved online, in advance.

Experience the Worimi Conservation Lands

The blinding white dunes of the Stockton Bight at the southern end of Port Stephens are the longest moving sand dunes in the southern hemisphere, stretching more than 35km to Newcastle. This surreal sandy landscape forms part of the Worimi Conservation Lands, and thanks to the generosity of the Worimi people, the Traditional Custodians who now manage the area, you’re able to roam around certain areas and drive along the beach (4WD only), and spend the night at the Ganyamalbaa campground. Be sure to check driving conditions and where to get your driving permit online before you go.

It’s possible to become so surrounded by shimmering sand that you’ll lose sight of the ocean or any sign of life. As spectacular as this might be, it’s the rich cultural heritage of the Worimi that makes this a truly special place to visit. The area includes numerous shell middens, some dating back tens of thousands of years. At the far western end of the beach, the wreck of the Sygna founders in the water.

Visitors lacking a 4WD and sand-driving experience can still enjoy the dunes on a number of safari-style experiences that can be booked on the spot at Birubi Beach in Anna Bay. Among the best are the quad-bike tours offered by Worimi-owned Sand Dune Adventures. Combining adrenaline with Aboriginal culture, tours operate in an exclusive area of the Worimi Conservation Lands.


BEST AQUATIC ACTIVITIES IN NELSON BAY

Dolphin Swim Australia

Operates the only tour of its kind in NSW, it sees you harnessed to a catamaran as dolphins play around you.

The Original Tea Gardens Ferry

Historic ferry ride, with a daily return service between Nelson Bay and Tea Gardens, across the bay.

Let’s Go Adventures

Runs regular diving trips around Broughton Island.

Port Stephens Surf School

Offers surfing lessons for adults and kids at One Mile and Fingal Bay Beaches. Board hire is also available.

Port Stephens Paddlesports

In Shoal Bay; offers a range of kayak and stand-up paddleboard hire, and excursions.



Breweries & Distilleries in the Hunter Valley

Pokolbin Distillery: Uses copper stills to produce its range of gins, vodkas and liqueurs. 11am-4pm Mon, until 5pm Fri, 10am-5pm Sat & Sun

IronBark Hill Brewhouse: Choose from a dozen beers and ciders on tap. The brewery shares its location with Peter Drayton Wines’ cellar door. 10am-5pm

Pokolbin Cider House: This is the place to sample an array of cider, from classic apple to pear and, fittingly, grape. 10am-5pm

Hunter Distillery: Aim for a morning visit to beat the groups, with a variety of gins, vodkas, liquers and schnapps to try. 10am-5pm




Lord Howe & Norfolk Islands

NATURE | COLONIAL HISTORY | HIKING
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Hundreds of kilometres off the coast of NSW lie two utterly fascinating if very different islands that are worth a splurge-y side trip.

Dramatically rising from the Pacific, 780km northeast from Sydney, little Lord Howe’s tropical, World Heritage-listed beauty and its forward-thinking approach to sustainable tourism (only 400 visitors are allowed on the 14.55 sq km island at any one time) have thrust this isle into the international spotlight. From above it could be mistaken for a Bond villain’s lair, with two lofty mountains overlooking an idyllic lagoon, gorgeous white-sand beaches and a lush subtropical jungle interior crisscrossed with walking trails.

Some 900km northeast of Lord Howe, Norfolk Island has a rugged natural beauty of its own. But it’s the island’s colonial relics and storied history that draw most visitors to this remote outpost. Unlike Lord Howe, which is part of NSW, 34.6 sq km Norfolk is an external (Commonwealth-run) Australian territory.
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GETTING AROUND

Qantas flies direct to Lord Howe from Sydney and Brisbane, and Eastern Air Services flies from Newcastle and Port Macquarie, with a flight time of around two hours. Flights are expensive, typically costing over $1000 return. When you arrive, bicycles are the main form of local transport, with bike rental available from your accommodation or Wilson’s Hire Service on Lagoon Rd. Qantas flies direct to Norfolk Island from Sydney (three hours) and Brisbane (2½ hours). Most visitors to larger Norfolk Island hire a car to explore.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mt Gower

SIGHTS

2 Blinky Beach

3 Lord Howe Island Museum

4 Ned’s Beach

5 Norfolk Island Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Dive Lord Howe

see 6 Islander Cruises

see 6 Lord Howe Environmental Tours

see 6 Reef N Beyond

EATING

see 3 Coral Cafe

7 Driftwood

8 Hilli Restaurant

9 Homestead

10 Olive Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 6 Crooked Post

11 Lord Howe Island Brewery




[image: ] TOP TIP

With limited wi-fi on Lord Howe, and no mobile-phone signal, it’s a great opportunity to switch off. Global roaming might be available to you on Norfolk Island, or purchase a SIM.




Hiker’s Heaven

Walking and wildlife on Lord Howe

Lord Howe’s isolation and comparatively recent appearance – it was formed by hot-spot volcanic activity around seven million years ago – lends it a unique ecology, with approximately 50% of its flora and fauna endemic to the island. Twitchers rejoice, as birds rule the roost here, with nesting terns noisily ever-present and the eerie cries of mutton birds in their burrows punctuating the night.

It’s no surprise that walking is the main attraction on land, with the challenging full-day guided hike up Mt Gower (875m) the highlight; Lord Howe Environmental Tours and Lord Howe Island Tours can take you up. A network of well-marked trails covers the rest of the island, offering superb viewpoints and secluded beaches. Download a map (lordhoweisland.info) and take your pick.
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Underwater Wonderland

Get wet and wild on Lord Howe

Lord Howe’s location at the intersection of five major ocean currents has created a unique marine ecosystem, with greater diversity of species than typically found at this latitude – including 447 fish species, with some 10% only found here, such as the distinctive blue doubleheader wrasee. The best independently accessible snorkelling site is Ned’s Beach, where a vibrant reef sits just steps from the shore, and also the lagoon. Snorkelling and glass-bottom boat operators clustered at the northern end of Lagoon Beach, including Islander Cruises, can take you further out. Reef N Beyond also offers trips to Ball’s Pyramid, a magnificent sea stack rising 561m out of the ocean, while Dive Lord Howe runs diving and snorkelling tours.

You can also rent kayaks and paddleboards, go surfing at Blinky Beach when the conditions are right (BYO board), or reel in your dinner on a fishing charter.

Eating & Drinking on Lord Howe Island: Our Picks

Coral Cafe: Casual terrace cafe and restaurant adjacent to the Lord Howe Island Museum. 9am-2.30pm & 6-8pm Mon, Wed, Thu $$

Driftwood: Try Asian-fusion favourites, from beef brisket bao to hibachi-grilled king prawns. 4-10pm Wed-Sat, from 1pm Sun $$$

Crooked Post: Sip cocktails and Lord Howe Island Brewing Co ales at this bar with lagoon views. 3-9pm Mon, Wed-Fri; 1-9pm Tue, Sat & Sun

Lord Howe Island Brewery: Enjoy a lager/pale ale at Lord Howe’s only on-island brewery, surrounded by glasshouses of veggies. 4-9pm Thu-Sat

Colonial Relics

Norfolk Island’s UNESCO-listed convict site

Founded in 1825, Norfolk Island’s second convict settlement was internationally infamous for the harsh treatment its prisoners received. These convicts built the World Heritage-listed buildings of Kingston that are now Norfolk’s star attraction. Browse the exhibits of the Norfolk Island Museum, hosted across several heritage venues, then explore the historic military and government buildings at your own pace, or on a tag-a-long tour included with your museum pass. Don’t forget to bring your swimming costume; nearby Emily Bay is home to one of the island’s finest beaches.


NORFOLK ISLAND’S PAGE-TURNING HISTORY

Norfolk Island’s original Polynesian seafaring inhabitants had vanished more than a century before the isle was settled by the British in March 1788, just five weeks after the First Fleet arrived in Sydney. Despite its early success as an agricultural centre, this settlement wasn’t to last either, abandoned in 1814 largely due to the island’s isolation.

Norfolk’s second and most notorious penal settlement lasted 30 years until 1855. In 1856 the island was handed over to Pitcairn Islanders – descendants of the infamous Bounty mutineers and their Tahitian wives. English is the island’s main language, but you can expect to hear some of its 2188 residents speaking Norf’k Laengwij, a mix of Tahitian and Old English inherited from their mutineering ancestors.



Eating & Drinking on Norfolk Island: Our Picks

Olive Cafe: Popular pit stop for coffee, breakfast and light lunches. 6.30am-2pm Mon, Tue, Thu-Sat; 7am-1.30am Sun

Hilli Restaurant: Come for morning tea and scones, or for lunch/dinner, where local fish, pork and veggies star. 10-11.45am, noon-2pm, 6-8pm Fri-Tue $$$

Homestead: Contemporary dishes cooked on an Argentinian grill, accompanied by wood-fired sourdough. 6pm Thu-Sat $$$

Baunti Tours: Get a taste for Norfolk home-cooking on a progressive dinner experience operated by Baunti. 6-10pm Tue & Fri




Coffs Harbour & the Mid-North Coast

BEACHES & SURFING | COASTAL NATURE | FAMILY FUN
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The NSW Mid-North Coast runs for approximately 400km from the Myall Lakes National Park north of Port Stephens to Woolgoolga, just north of Coffs Harbour. The landscape here is textured by swaths of sclerophyll forest and subtropical rainforest and is sprinkled with lakes and estuaries that glisten under an annually high concentration of sunny days.

The Pacific Mwy is the region’s main arterial, just inland from the coast. Branching off it at regular intervals, winding byways traverse dense bushland and meander through farmlands towards the Pacific Ocean, often ending in sleepy seaside hamlets where surfing and fishing are a way of life.

Coffs Harbour is the largest and northernmost city, intersected by a busy section of the highway which detracts from the quiet stretches of coast beyond. Port Macquarie is the region’s second-largest city with a reputation as a being a giant retirement community; it’s also a historic city with plenty to do.


GETTING AROUND

The main airports are in Port Macquarie (servicing Sydney, Lord Howe Island, Brisbane, Melbourne) and Coffs Harbour (servicing Sydney and Brisbane). Long-distance and regional buses stop in all the main towns along the Pacific Mwy, but you’ll need your own wheels to take in smaller villages and national parks off the highway. Larger regional towns have local bus networks, taxis and rideshare services.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Dorrigo National Park

2 Jetty Beach

3 Muttonbird Island

4 Trial Bay Gaol

5 Yarrawarra Aboriginal Cultural Centre

SIGHTS

6 Bellingen Island

see 6 Bellingen Museum

7 Dangar Falls

8 Diggers Beach

9 Little Diggers Beach

10 New England National Park

11 Park Beach

12 Smoky Cape Lighthouse

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

13 Jetty Dive

14 Lee Winkler’s Surf School

15 Solitary Islands Aquarium

16 South West Rocks Dive Centre

17 Valery Trails

EATING

see 6 Bellingen Gelato Bar

see 6 Bruno’s

see 6 Charlie’s at Church

18 Hilltop Store

19 Latitude 30

20 Old John’s

see 18 Treeo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 6 Bellingen Brewing Co

ENTERTAINMENT

21 Big Banana

SHOPPING

see 6 Bellingen Growers’ Market
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It might sound obvious, but the Mid-North Coast heaves during school holidays, particularly over summer and Easter, which can leave accommodation in short supply. With dozens of excellent campgrounds on this stretch of coast, pitching a tent is a great budget alternative. Just remember to book any national park sites online in advance.



Watery Wilderness

Exploring Myall Lakes National Park

Stretching from north of Hawks Nest up to Smiths Lake, the 440-sq-km Myall Lakes National Park incorporates a patchwork of lakes, islands, dense littoral rainforest and beaches. Further south, the lakes support an incredible variety of birdlife, including bowerbirds, white-bellied sea eagles and tawny frogmouths. The coastal rainforest is cut through with fire trails and beach tracks that lead to the beach dunes at Mungo Brush, perfect territory for spotting wildflowers and surprising dingoes. With more than 20 campgrounds to choose from, the park is a camper’s paradise. Remember to check the Bomba Ferry times if you’re planning to make the short hop between Bomba Point Rd and Mungo Brush Rd.

On a rocky headland in the southern part of the park, off Mungo Brush Rd near Hawks Nest, Dark Point Aboriginal Place has been a significant site for the local Worimi people for at least 4000 years. Local lore has it that in the 19th century it was the site of one of many massacres at the hands of white settlers. From the car park you can walk onto the surreal landscape of the blinding sand dunes, which contain Aboriginal artefacts and middens (there is a protected fenced-off area).


ANCIENT SUSTAINABLE DINING

Middens (piles of shells and bones) found all along the North Coast stand as testament to the ongoing connection shared by the region’s various Aboriginal groups and this abundant landscape. An ancient form of sustainable dining, middens showed visitors what had been consumed, hence discouraging overharvesting. A 30-minute drive north of Coffs Harbour at Arrawarra Headland, an Aboriginal fish trap visible at low tide also demonstrates low-impact hunting.

The region’s excellent cultural centres, including the Yarrawarra Aboriginal Cultural Centre at Corindi Beach outside Yuraygir National Park, and the Minjungbal Aboriginal Cultural Centre in Tweed Heads offer additional insights, as do Aboriginal-guided tours.



Eating & Drinking in Port Macquarie: Our Picks

Little Shack: Coffee, cocktails and casual dining by the river. 6.30am-2.30pm Mon-Wed, to 9.30pm Thu-Sun $

Stick Bar: A cute cocktail and yakitori bar in an alley beside Bill’s Fishhouse. 5-10.30pm Tue-Thu, 4-11pm Fri & Sat $

Stunned Mullet: Port Macquarie’s top restaurant serves up the region in its seasonal degustation menu. noon-2pm & 5.30-9pm Tue-Sat $$$

Bill’s Fishhouse: Seafood shines at this inviting Clarence St restaurant; booking is recommended. 5-10.30pm Tue-Thu, 4-11pm Fri & Sat $$$

Remote Coastal Escape

Sublime Seal Rocks

One of the prettiest spots on this stretch of the coast, the small village of Seal Rocks is surrounded by Myall Lakes National Park, protecting it from further development. This tiny hamlet hugging Sugarloaf Bay has a trio of beautiful beaches with refreshingly uncrowded surf breaks.

The steep 660m walk to the historic Sugarloaf Point Lighthouse for epic ocean views, is a must. On your way back down, take a detour to lonely Lighthouse Beach, a popular surfing spot. In contrast, Number One Beach has gorgeous rock pools, a usually mellow swell, and soft white sand. If you don’t surf, beach-fish, snorkel or dive (diving operators are based in nearby Forster), there’s not much to do here but to deepen your sense of bliss in the relaxing environment.

Near the lighthouse is a lookout over the actual Seal Rocks – islets that once supported the state’s northernmost Australian fur-seal colony. With accommodation at ‘Seal’ limited to private holiday cabins, a handful of campgrounds and historic lighthouse cottages, booking ahead is advised.
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A Not-So-Crowded Bay

National parks worth a detour

Known for its rock formations and rugged cliffs, Crowdy Bay National Park, north of Forster, backs onto a long and beautiful beach, with seven walking tracks, including a serene 4.3km (1 ½ hour) track looping Diamond Head. The roads running through the park are unsealed and can be bumpy, but the dappled light through the gum trees makes it a lovely drive. There is camping available at a few spots, including the popular Diamond Head, Indian Head, and Kylie’s Beach.

Immediately north of Crowdy Bay National Park, Dooragan National Park on the shores of Watson Taylors Lake is dominated by North Brother Mountain. A sealed road leads to the lookout at the top, which offers incredible views of the coast. Or you can try the challenging 3km Laurieton Track walk (1½ hours one-way) through blackbutt and eucalyptus forest to the summit.

Portal to the Past

Port Macquarie’s historical highlights

Making the most of its position at the entrance to the subtropical coast, Port – as Port Macquarie is commonly known – might be a mini-metropolis but it remains overwhelmingly holiday-focused. Most visitors come for its string of lovely beaches that stretch southward from the mouth of the Hastings River, but visitors interested in learning more about this former penal settlement on the traditional lands of the Birpai people could happily spend hours at the 1830s house on Clarence St that has been transformed into the meticulously curated Port Macquarie Historical Museum. Aboriginal and convict history are given due regard before moving on to everything from a ‘street of shops’ and a display of beautiful old clothes in the costume gallery.

Another historical relic worth a visit is the stout Tacking Point Lighthouse (1879), which commands a headland at the northern end of Lighthouse Beach. You can’t go inside, but you can enjoy the sweeping views along the coast and southwest to the Three Brothers mountains, a place of spiritual importance to the Birpai people.


BEST MID-NORTH COAST SURF SPOTS

Port Macquarie

‘Summer saviour’ Lighthouse Beach offers protection from northeasterly winds, with fast, short rides. Town Beach works on a southwesterly.

Crescent Head

A right-hander peels off Crescent Point in this National Surfing Reserve. There’s a heavier right-hander at Racecourse Head to the south.

Sawtell

Consistent beach break, with big swells producing fast rights at the southern end of Sawtell Beach.

Coffs Harbour

Diggers Beach is a fun beach break popular with longboarders and stand-up paddleboarders.

Arrawarra

Gentle right-handers break off a rocky point, 30 minutes north of Coffs Harbour. For bigger waves, head north to Darlington Beach.



Koalas & Coffee

Visit a pioneering koala hospital

Chlamydia, traffic accidents and dog attacks are the biggest causes of illness and injury for koalas living near urban areas. These are just a few things you’ll learn about one of Australia’s cutest native critters as you wander the open-air enclosures and visit the ‘Koalaseum’ at this koala hospital run by Koala Conservation Australia, which treats more than 250 koalas each year. Entry is free, with donations supporting the not-for-profit’s vital work.

The hospital shares its leafy setting in the Macquarie Nature Reserve with Roto House, a wonderfully preserved, late-Victorian weatherboard villa, where volunteers can show you around on weekdays. Its cafe, Home at Roto House, is open daily.


MORE ABORIGINAL EXPERIENCES

Learn more about North Coast Aboriginal culture on Indigenous-guided tours in Coffs Harbour and Byron Bay.



Uncover an Urban Oasis

Stroll Sea Acres National Park

Hugging Port Macquarie’s southeastern coast, 76-hectare Sea Acres National Park protects one of the largest remaining coastal rainforests on the east coast. At the Rainforest Centre you can take a self-guided tour on the 1.3km, wheelchair-accessible elevated boardwalk through the forest, keeping an eye out for water dragons, brush turkeys, diamond pythons and birdlife, or join a fascinating Aboriginal-ranger-guided 90-minute tour. The centre also has audiovisual displays about the local Birpai people, with the attached Rainforest Cafe offering another great reason to linger.

Get a Scenic Workout

Tackle the Port Macquarie Coastal Walk

The wonderful Port Macquarie Coastal Walk begins at Westport Park near the Town Green foreshore and winds for about 9km along the coast to Tacking Point Lighthouse on the southern fringe of Sea Acres National Park. There are plenty of opportunities for swimming (it takes in eight beaches), and between May and November you can view the whale migration. The walk can be divided into shorter 2km to 3km sections.
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Chill Out in Crescent Head

Surfer’s haven

Some feared the 2024 arrival of designer surf hotel, Sea Sea, would threaten the blissfully ungentrified surfing village of Crescent Head, which is just under an hour’s drive north of Port Macquarie. But ‘Creso’ is as cruisy as ever, except perhaps at the height of the summer school holidays. Most travellers come to camp, swim and surf, as there’s little else to do.


BEST MID-NORTH COASTAL WALKS

Yuraygir Coastal Walk, Yuraygir National Park

This 65km epic (four days, moderate) follows a waymarked trail from Angourie to Red Rock.

Look At Me Now Headland Walk, Moonee Beach Nature Reserve

Watch whales in winter and kangaroos year-round; 1.6km (30 minutes, easy) loop, north of Coffs Harbour.

Port Macquarie Coastal Walk , Sea Acres National Park

The ultimate 9km (three hours, moderate) workout.

Diamond Head Loop Walk, Crowdy Bay National Park

Expect coastal views aplenty on this 4.3km (1½ hours, moderate) loop.

Booti Walking Track, Booti Booti National Park

An 8km loop (two to three hours, moderate) from the sea to Wallis Lake, north of Seal Rocks.



Another Beach Town Worth a Detour

Hat Head and its national park

Covering almost the entire coast from Crescent Head to South West Rocks, Hat Head National Park protects scrubland, swamps and some amazing beaches, backed by one of the largest dune systems in NSW. The isolated beachside village of Hat Head (population 365) sits at its centre. At the far end of town, behind the holiday park, a picturesque wooden footbridge crosses the Korogoro Creek estuary. The water is so clear you can see fish darting around. The best views can be had from Smoky Cape Lighthouse, at the northern end of the park; ranger-led tours are hosted on the second Saturday of every month. There are some nice walks at both ends of the park, including the 3.2km Korogoro loop trail encircling the headland at Hat Head.

Tick Off a Blockbuster Dive

See the sharks of Fish Rock Cave

A 25-minute drive north of Hat Head, the larger yet still relaxed coastal town of South West Rocks is the launch point for one of Australia’s best scuba dives. Running 125m through Fish Rock, a rocky outcrop 2km southeast of Smoky Cape, Fish Rock Cave is one of the only places in the world where critically endangered grey nurse sharks can be seen year-round, with large numbers known to congregate around the cave entrance in the summer months. You’ll need to be Advanced Open Water certified to dive the deep end of the cave. South West Rocks Dive Centre can take you there.

Tour a Creepy Colonial Relic

Step inside Trial Bay Gaol

There’s more to see above the water in South West Rocks. The lovely curve of Trial Bay, stretching east from the township, takes its name from the Trial, a boat that sank here during a storm in 1816 after being stolen by convicts fleeing Sydney. The eastern half of the bay is now protected by Arakoon National Park, centred on a headland that’s popular with kangaroos, kookaburras and campers.

Occupying the Trial Bay headland is the sandstone Trial Bay Gaol, built between 1877 and 1886 to house convicts brought in to build a breakwall. When nature intervened and the breakwater washed away, the imposing structure fell into disuse, aside from a brief, rather tragic, interlude in WWI when men of German and Austrian heritage were interned here. Today it contains a museum devoted to its unusual history; even if you don’t visit within, it’s worth a detour for the views and the resident kangaroos. It’s a pleasant 4km dawdle along the beach from South West Rocks.


THE PROMISED LAND?

A 15-minute drive north of Bellingen, the gin-clear Never Never Creek gurgles through a picturesque pocket of subtropical forest known as the Promised Land. It’s every bit as magical as it sounds, or was, until it became so popular that in 2023 the local council advised swimmers to stay out of the creek due to concerning levels of fecal matter.

A likely contributor to the problem is the creek’s location within Tuckers Nob State Forest, which the Forestry Corporation of NSW doesn’t recognise as a tourist area. That means there are no public toilets, no rubbish bins, and minimal parking. If you go, take all rubbish with you. And make a toilet stop in Bellingen beforehand.



Hinterland Haven

The charms of Bellingen

In the heart of the Bellinger Valley, a 30-minute drive southwest from Coffs Harbour, this charming riverside town of Bellingen dances to the beat of its own bongo drum. ‘Bello’ is flush with organic produce (the Bellingen Growers’ Market is held on the second and fourth Saturday of every month), and its creative community hosts a number of festivals, including June’s Bellingen Readers & Writers Festival.

Owing to Bellingen’s charm is its clutch of historic buildings that have stood the test of time in this former logging town. Uncover relics from Bello’s past at the Bellingen Museum (closed weekends) next to the visitor centre on the main drag, Hyde St. At dusk, Lavenders Bridge, just around the corner, is a great place to watch fruit bats fly out of Bellingen Island in their thousands to feed. It’s a little semi-attached island on the Bellinger River.

Indulge a Waterfall Fetish

Drive the Waterfall Way

Considered NSW’s most scenic drive, the 200km Waterfall Way links a string of beautiful national parks between Bellingen and Armidale, taking you through lush subtropical rainforest, Edenic valleys and, naturally, spectacular waterfalls. As you emerge into the tablelands, there is green countryside and wide plains.

The 115km stretch between Bellingen and the Wollomombi Falls Picnic Area is the highlight. From Bellingen, the road meanders through a lush valley before snaking up into dense rainforest towards Dorrigo National Park for rainforest lookouts and waterfall walks. Just outside the village of Dorrigo, a 30-minute drive from Bellingen, gaze across a gorge to Dangar Falls, or walk to the base for a swim. Grab a sweet treat from Peaches Patisserie in Dorrigo before continuing for 40 minutes to Ebor Falls, just off the Waterfall Way in Guy Fawkes River National Park, where three platforms along the edge of the gorge offer great photo opportunities.

Make your way into the Cathedral Rock National Park or take a detour down Point Lookout Rd to New England National Park for escarpment views and lovely walks. Further west, Oxley Wild Rivers National Park forms part of the Gondwana Rainforests of Australia along with Dorrigo and New England national parks, and is home to the towering plunge-waterfall beauty of Wollomombi Falls. The falls are about 1½ hours west of Bellingen.


SOME LIKE IT HOT

The Mid-North Coast can get a little spicy. Especially in Sawtell, where the hottest food festival on the Coffs Coast draws thousands of visitors for spicy food, cooking demonstrations, street entertainment and dancing off the (mild) winter chill at the Sawtell Chilli Festival in June.

Around 25km north of Coffs, Woolgoolga (locally known as Woopi) is famous for its surf-and-Sikh community – you’re sure to notice the impressive Guru Nanak Temple, a Sikh gurdwara (place of worship), rising up alongside River St. In September the town goes all out with the annual Curryfest, a one-day celebration with cooking demonstrations, dancing, an Indian-oriented bazaar, henna artists, and – of course – curry dishes galore.



Eating & Drinking in Bellingen: Our Picks

Bellingen Gelato Bar: Made from scratch with local ingredients, gelato flavours span passionfruit to sorbet to Persian bastani. 10am-5pm $

Bruno’s: Mod-Mediterranean plates are best shared, because you’ll want to try them all. 4-10pm Wed-Sat, noon-2.30pm Sun $$

Charlie’s at Church: Rustic, handmade Italian pastas, sourdough pizzas and a wicked tiramisu. Bellissimo. 4-8pm Wed-Fri 2-8.30pm Sat $$

Bellingen Brewing Co: Pair artisan brews with wood-fired pizzas in this cosy back-lane brewery. 5-11pm Thu & Fri; noon-11pm Sat, until 9pm Sun $$

Take a Kitschy Pit Stop

Snap a Big Banana selfie

Built in 1964 next to the Pacific Hwy, the Big Banana started the craze for ‘Big Things’ in Australia. Admission is free, with charges for Fun Park attractions, such as ice skating, toboggan rides, mini-golf, the waterpark and plantation tours.

See Birds, Feel Culture

Hike up Muttonbird Island

Joined to Coffs Harbour by the northern breakwall in 1935, Muttonbird Island is known as Giidany Miirlarl (Place of the Moon) to its Gumbaynggirr Traditional Custodians. The walk to the top (steep at the end) provides sweeping vistas. From late August to early April it’s occupied by thousands of wedge-tailed shearwaters (mutton birds). Go on a self-guided audio tour with Gumbaynggirr Elder Uncle Mark Flanders across the island and learn about the Aboriginal significance of this bustling seabird rookery. The island is also a great spot to watch the whale migration between May and November.

Visit a Marine Park Without Getting Wet

See the Solitary Islands Aquarium

On weekends the small Solitary Islands Aquarium in Charlesworth Bay and belonging to Southern Cross University’s Marine Science Centre is open to the public. The touch-tanks and enthusiastic, well-qualified guides provide close encounters with an octopus and the fish and coral that inhabit the waters of the Solitary Islands Marine Park. Here, the warm waters of the East Australian Current meet cooler waters from the south, bringing together a cornucopia of marine life. Visits are offered in 90-minute slots; book in advance.


BEST OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES IN COFFS HARBOUR

Take a cultural paddling tour

Explore idyllic local creek systems on an Indigenous-guided stand-up paddling tour with Wajaana Yaam Adventure Tours.

Hit the beach

Long and lovely Park Beach and somewhat more sheltered Jetty Beach are both central. Diggers Beach is popular with surfers, while naturists enjoy Little Diggers Beach.

Learn to surf

Lee Winkler’s Surf School can get you up and riding.

Go diving or whale watching

Immerse in the Solitary Islands Marine Park with Jetty Dive, which runs whale-watching trips from June to October.

Saddle up for a horse ride

Valery Trails offers beach rides and more.



Eating & Drinking on the Coffs Coast: Our Picks

Old John’s: Sip coffee with Coffs’ cool kids at this great breakfast spot, with gooey toasties. 6.30am-1.30pm Mon-Fri, from 7am Sat & Sun $

Hilltop Store: Great coffee and refined cafe fare served in a lovely old former general store in Sawtell. 6am-2pm Mon-Fri, 7am-2.30pm Sat-Sun $$

Treeo: Beneath one of the giant fig trees on Sawtell’s main drag, this popular cafe turns out great coffee, homemade cakes and cafe fare. 6am-5pm $$

Latitude 30: Sumptuous seafood platters and steaks by the water in Coffs Harbour, with indoor and outdoor seating. 11am-10pm $$$




Byron Bay & the Far North Coast

BEACHES & NATURE | FINE DINING | HINTERLAND VILLAGES
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Where surf- and counter-cultures and moneyed sea-changers meet, this stretch of coast offers family-friendly fun and some of Australia’s most stunning beaches. Towns such as Brunswick Heads and Yamba are being touted as ‘the new Byron Bay’; though both can only be pretenders to the crown, they do have enormous appeal of their own – some of that appeal is actually owing to the fact that they are not Byron, but a more relaxed version of it. The entire region, also known as the Northern Rivers, is situated in Bundjalung Country, which stretches from Grafton up into southeast Queensland, and west towards the Great Dividing Range.

Rising up behind the coast is a lush, hilly hinterland region dotted with national parks and historic villages, and laced with winding roads and a new mixed-use rail trail. Some of regional Australia’s best dining can be found from the coast to the hinterland, along with a bevy of cultural experiences.


GETTING AROUND

The region’s main regional (domestic) airport is in Ballina, but Gold Coast International Airport, just across the border in Coolangatta, offers more flight options. Shuttle buses run from both airports to Byron, but services are limited – early or late flights typically require a taxi or private transfer. Local rideshare services are also limited. Cycling is popular along the coast and on the new Northern Rivers Rail Trail , with bike hire available in most towns.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Tallow Beach

SIGHTS

2 Belongil Beach

3 Byron Yoga Centre

4 Cape Byron Lighthouse

5 Clarkes Beach

6 Little Wategos Beach

7 Main Beach

8 The Pass

9 The Wreck

10 Wategos Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Black Dog Surf School

12 Cape Byron Walking Track

13 Go Sea Kayaks

14 Holistic Massage Centre

15 Soul Surf School

16 Sundive

17 Whale Watching Byron Bay

SLEEPING

18 Atlantic

19 Byron Bay YHA

20 Sunseeker

21 Wake Up! Byron Bay

EATING

22 Bang Bang

23 Bayleaf

24 Il Buco

25 Japonaise Kitchen

26 Pixie Food & Wine

27 Raes Dining Room

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

28 Bar Heather

29 Beach Hotel

30 Casa Luna

31 Railway Friendly Bar

SHOPPING

32 Byron Community Market

33 Byron Farmers Market
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Byron Bay recently became Australia’s first destination to ban surfing without a leg rope. You can also help to keep others and yourself safe in the surf by following the key rules of the surfer’s code: give right of way, don’t drop in, don’t let go of your board, and be kind.



A Quarry Reborn

Angourie’s freshwater pools

Five kilometres south of Yamba and linked by local bus, Angourie’s twin set of springwater-fed Blue and Green Pools are the waterhole remains of the quarry used to build the Yamba breakwall. Kids big and small love scrambling up the cliff above the Blue Pool and plunging to the depths. Follow the short sandstone pathway to the more sedate Green Pool. There are shady spots perfect for picnicking, and when the pools are occasionally closed due to algae blooms (which are signposted), you can still swim in the large saltwater rock pool adjacent to the Blue Pool.

Angourie is also a National Surfing Reserve. Just south of the pools, the consistent right-hander at Angourie Point is the blockbuster break.



Coastal Nature Hit

Bounce into Bundjalung National Park

Stretching for 25km along the coast north of the Clarence River to South Evans Head, Bundjalung National Park is a wonderfully wild slice of coastal rainforest, with some great walks, paddling routes (BYO kayak) and campgrounds. The southern parts can be easily reached from Yamba via the passenger-only Clarence River Ferries to Iluka (at least four daily). This section of the park includes Iluka Nature Reserve, where the 5.2km return Iluka Rainforest Walking Track (two hours, hard) takes you through UNESCO-listed Gondwana Rainforest to Iluka Bluff for superb views and the option for a swim at Ten Mile Beach, which unfurls on the other side of the bluff.
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Ten Mile Beach, Bundjalung National Park | JAKUB MACULEWICZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

An Eye-Opening Coastal Walk

Walk from Ballina to Lennox Head

Linking a series of fine beaches and dramatic headlands for 8km between East Ballina’s North Wall and Lennox Head’s Pat Morton Lookout is the shared Ballina Shire Coastal Path. The views are sublime, especially between June and October when migrating whales can be seen splashing about. But perhaps the biggest highlight is the Aboriginal Cultural Ways, the 6km section between Angels Beach in Ballina and Pat Morton Lookout, with 22 interpretive panels featuring cultural stories and artwork relating to local Aboriginal culture and heritage. Among the themes explored are Creation stories, traditional uses of the land, and a horrific massacre at East Ballina in the 1850s that nearly wiped out the entire local Ngangbul Bundjalung community; look out for the memorial en route.

Scan QR codes on the panels to hear more stories from local Bundjalung people, or join a guided cultural experience with Ngangbul Bundjalung woman Lois Cook from Aboriginal Cultural Concepts, whose great-grandfather survived the East Ballina massacre.


YAMBA: NOT (YET) THE NEW BYRON

The property prices in Yamba may be steadily rising, but this small fishing town at the mouth of the Clarence River, 15km east off the Pacific Hwy, remains refreshingly low-rise and low-key. Founded in 1908, its surf-lifesaving club is one of Australia’s oldest, and the string of beaches, surf breaks, headlands and pools that fringe Yamba’s coastline remain its biggest draw – along with the ready availability of fresh-off-the-trawler seafood.

With gentrification now creeping in and developers champing at the bit to make this ‘new Byron’ a reality, travellers seeking a classic Australian coastal town experience would be wise to visit now.



Eating & Drinking in Yamba & Angourie: Our Picks

Angourie Cafe & Wine Bar: It’s the only place to eat and drink in Angourie, and it’s a goodie, with live-music on Sundays. 7am-2pm Thu-Mon $

Beachwood Cafe: Cookbook author Sevtap Yüce delivers her bold Turkish flavours to the plate at this wonderful little cafe. 7am-2pm Tue-Sat $$

Paradiso: Wash down the likes of dumplings, bao buns and Pan-Asian share plates with cool cocktails. 5-11pm Wed, until 11.30pm Thu-Sat $$

Karrikin: Special occasions call for the contemporary four-course set menu served at this very stylish Yamba spot. 5-10pm Thu-Sun $$$

Throw Clay by the Coast

Northern Rivers Community Gallery fun

This excellent regional Northern Rivers Community Gallery in Ballina’s Cherry St represents the area’s strong creative community. Housed in the historic former Ballina Municipal Council Chambers, built in 1927, it hosts a rota of shows that showcase local artists and craftspeople, and has a great cafe (7am–1pm). Adjacent to the Gallery, Ignite Studios includes a ceramics studio that hosts pottery workshops.

Swim in a ‘Healing’ Lake

Float in Lake Ainsworth

At the northern end of the tiny beach town of Lennox Head, just behind Seven Mile Beach, large Lake Ainsworth is a popular picnic spot, protected somewhat from the northeasterly winds that can batter the beach. Stained dark brown by tannins from the melaleuca trees surrounding the freshwater lake, its waters are said to have healing properties. Signage is erected when occasional blue–green algae blooms make swimming a bad idea.

Byron’s Beautiful Beaches

Soak up the splendour

One of the toughest choices you’ll need to make in Byron Bay is deciding which beach to approach. Northwest of the town centre, Belongil Beach is popular with dog owners and local surfers, with sweeping views towards Cape Byron (Walgun). At its eastern end lies The Wreck, a powerful right-hand surf break. Immediately in front of town, lifesaver-patrolled Main Beach is the busiest; the park sloping down to the beach often hosts buskers. As the sand stretches east it merges into Clarkes Beach before becoming The Pass at the eastern headland, home to one of the world’s longest right-hand breaks. Around the rocks (linked by the Cape Byron Walking Track) is gorgeous Wategos Beach, a crescent of white sand surrounded by rainforest that fringes Byron’s most affluent enclave. It also has a great point break. A further 400m walk brings you to secluded Little Wategos (inaccessible by car; steps lead up from Wategos), another lovely patch of sand directly under rocky Cape Byron. Head here at sunset for an impressive moonrise. Tucked under the south side of the Cape (entry via Tallow Beach Rd) is Cosy Corner, another popular surf spot with a sheltered beach to escape to when northerly winds rough up the bay. It forms part of Tallow Beach, a long and wild sandy stretch that extends for 7km south from the Cape. The northern end of the beach is backed by Arakwal National Park, while towards the south is the suburb of Suffolk Park and scenic Broken Head Beach. Kings Beach, just south of here, is a popular nude beach.
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BYRON’S BEST OUTDOOR THRILLS

Diving & Snorkelling

Explore marine life of the Julian Rocks Nguthungulli Nature Reserve, 2.5km offshore, on a dive/snorkel with Sundive.

Kayaking with Dolphins

Cape Byron Kayaks and Go Sea Kayak Byron Bay offer paddling tours off Clarkes Beach to spot turtles and dolphins.

Surfing Lessons

Learn how to ride waves with Black Dog Surf School or Soul Surf School.

Whale Watching

Go on boat tours of the annual whale migration with Whale Watching Byron Bay (June to October).

Skydiving

Clock Byron from 15,000ft with Skydive Byron Bay.

Hot-air Ballooning

Float above Byron with Balloon Aloft or Byron Bay Ballooning.



Eating & Drinking in Ballina & Lennox Head: Our Picks

Belle General: Bliss out over wholesome bowls and egg-and-bacon rolls at this destination cafe opposite Shelly Beach in East Ballina. 8am-2pm $

Shelter: Tasty offerings, with a superb scallop dish on high rotation. Opposite the beach in Lennox. 7am-2pm Mon-Wed, until 9pm Thu-Sat, until 3pm Sun $$

Hey Lady Bar & Diner: Japanese-inspired diner fare paired with refreshing cocktails. 4pm-late Wed-Fri, noon-late Sat $$

Seven Mile Brewing: Flight delayed? Next to Ballina’s airport, this family-run brewery has a cracking signature ale, the Cali Cream. noon-6pm Fri-Sun

A Scenic Caper

Stand on mainland Australia’s most easterly point

Spectacular views reward those who climb up to Cape Byron from the Captain Cook Lookout on the Cape Byron Walking Track. Ribboning around the headland and through rainforest, the track dips and (mostly) soars its way to the 1901 lighthouse perched atop the Cape. Look out for dolphins (year-round) and migrating whales (June to October). Koalas are also occasionally spotted along the trail. Allow about two hours for the entire 3.7km loop.


CONNECT WITH CULTURE
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Delta Kay, Arakwal Bundjalung guide with Explore Byron Bay (explorebyronbay.com), names the top places to experience local Aboriginal culture in Byron.

Join me on Country

Gain a deeper knowledge of this beautiful place on a walking tour with me. Learn the stories of the local Arakwal Bundjalung people, visit sacred sites and taste bush tucker.

Dine at Karkalla

After sampling raw bush foods, experience how Bundjalung chef Mindy Woods incorporates them in her incredible dishes at this local restaurant.

Admire Bundjalung Art

There are some beautiful outdoor artworks by local Arakwal artists Nickolla Clark and Kaitlyn Clark, in Byron’s Jarjumirr Park, that showcase the cultural significance of this land.



Drinking in Byron Bay: Our Picks

Railway Friendly Bar: Head to ‘the Rails’ from 4pm on Friday for happy hour with local Byron Bay characters. 10am-midnight

Cape Byron Distillery: Swing by for a Brookie’s Gin cocktail or take a rainforest gin-tasting tour. Just out of town. 10.45am-6pm Thu-Sun

Beach Hotel: Byron’s sprawling ‘Top Pub’ is touristy, but has sea views and daily live music. noon-11pm Mon-Thu, 11am-12.45am Fri, 11am-11pm Sun

Casa Luna: There’s a Mediterranean-inspired menu, but it’s more about the drinks and DJs at this late-night spot. 5.30pm-late Wed-Mon

A New Way to Watch Wildlife

Take a night-vision walk

One of Australia’s most innovative wildlife tours sees you don night-vision goggles to view nocturnal critters in a local reserve, from pademelons to microbats. Advance Ecotourism-certified Vision Walks also offers a range of daytime tours, from platypus-spotting excursions to waterfall adventure tours.

Channel Your Inner Yogi

Dip into Byron’s wellness scene

You could spend a lifetime sampling every offering in this well-established wellness hub. For yoga, it’s hard to beat Creature Yoga for innovative, intuitive classes and courses. Choose from yoga, Pilates (mat and reformer) and barre at Bende Byron Bay, while course-based Byron Yoga Centre offers cheap classes hosted by trainees. Top off an infrared sauna session with an ice bath at Nimbus & Co, or wind down with a nourishing massage at Comma. Try holistic healing at the Holistic Massage Centre, or escape to a hinterland retreat, such as Gaia Retreat & Spa or Soma (yes, the one from US TV drama series Nine Perfect Strangers).

Rural Foodie Fun

Spend a day at the Farm

The Farm is a photogenic, 32-hectare spot near the Pacific Mwy turnoff to Byron Bay is shared by the Three Blue Ducks all-day restaurant, a produce store, the Bread Social bakery, the Baylato gelato bar, a florist and a nursery. With loads of space for kids to run wild, and easy parking, it’s particularly popular with families. Download a map from The Farm’s website and roam the veggie plots and cattle-and-pig-dotted fields; kids love joining farmers to feed the animals at 10.30am. Book in advance for guided tours and workshops for adults and kids.


BYRON’S BEST FESTIVALS

Byron Bay Bluesfest

Held over the Easter long weekend, attracting huge international acts and local heavyweights.

Splendour in the Grass

Three-day music fest in July. Lizzo and Flume were among the headliners in 2023.

Byron Bay Writers’ Festival

Gathers together big-name, predominantly Australian writers in Bangalow in August.

Falls Festival

Fans of this big three-day music fest held over NYE hope it will return after its 2023 hiatus.

Byron Music Festival

Celebrating Northern Rivers artists, this event takes over Byron’s Dening Park for a day in June.

Caper Byron Bay

Food and culture fest hosted at multiple local venues in May.



Eating in Byron Bay: Our Picks

Frankies: Upping Byron’s gelato game with flavours like sticky chai, and blood orange and basil sorbetto, with lots of vegan options. 11.30am-10pm $

Il Buco: An Italian pizza chef does his homeland proud at this casual pizzeria. BYO booze. 5.30-9.30pm; 11.30am-2.30pm Sat & Sun $$

Bayleaf: Byron’s original brunch spot remains as popular as ever, with a takeaway counter if you can’t wait for a table. 7am-2pm $$

Japonaise Kitchen: Generous portions of great-value Japanese comfort food, served lightning-fast. 11am-3pm, 5-8pm $$

Bang Bang: Pan-Asian crowd-pleasers and a fun vibe make this a popular spot for celebrations. Mon-Fri 5-11pm, Sat to 11pm, Sun to 10pm $$

Pixie Food & Wine: When only homemade pasta will do, this Jonson Ln Italian delivers. 5-11pm Mon-Thu, noon-11pm Fri-Sun $$

Bar Heather: Byron’s best, natural-focused wine list complementing a menu of contemporary dishes. 5pm-midnight Tue-Sat $$$

Raes Dining Room: Special occasions call for a Mediterranean-inspired multicourse affair. noon-12.15 & 6-8.15pm Mon-Sat, noon-4pm Sun $$$
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 The Farm

SIGHTS

2 Border Ranges National Park

3 Broken Head Beach

4 Burribi Education Centre

5 Cape Byron Distillery

6 Hemp Embassy

7 Kings Beach

8 Lake Ainsworth

9 Lismore Regional Gallery

see 9 Lismore Regional Museum

10 Minjungbal Aboriginal Cultural Centre

11 Mount Jerusalem National Park

12 Nightcap National Park

13 Northern Rivers Community Gallery

14 Pat Morton Lookout

15 Robinson’s Lookout

16 Seven Mile Beach

17 Tweed Regional Gallery & Margaret Olley Art Centre

18 Wollumbin National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

19 Ballina Shire Coastal Path

20 Banya

21 Brunswick Buccaneers

22 Byron Bay Ballooning

23 Gaia Retreat & Spa

24 Kirra Dive

see 17 Northern Rivers Rail Trail

see 21 Out of the Blue Adventures

see 22 Skydive Byron Bay

25 Soma

26 Watersports Guru

SLEEPING

27 Eltham Hotel

EATING

28 Belle General

see 21 Bruns Bakery

see 38 Ciao, Mate!

see 9 Dark Horse Espresso

29 Doma Cafe

30 Harvest

see 13 Hey Lady Bar & Diner

see 21 La Casita

31 Paper Daisy

32 Pipit

33 Potager

see 21 Roko Ramen & Sake Bar

see 8 Shelter

34 The Hut

see 17 Tweed River House

see 38 Woods Bangalow

see 38 You Beauty

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 17 Bistro Livi

35 Earth Beer Company

see 21 Hotel Brunswick

36 Husk Distillers

see 17 Keith

see 20 Middle Pub

37 Seven Mile Brewing

ENTERTAINMENT

see 21 Brunswick Picture House

SHOPPING

38 Bangalow Farmers Market

see 38 Bangalow Market

see 21 Brunswick Heads Riverside Market

39 Mullumbimby Farmers Market

see 6 Nimbin Candle Factory



Haute Hinterland Dining

Bangalow’s booming food scene

Surrounded by subtropical forest and rolling green farmland 14km west from Byron, the small town of Bangalow was once better known for its Federation architecture. Now its food scene is the big draw, elevated by the 2022 opening of lauded chef Matt Stone’s fabulous corner bistro, You Beauty. Just two doors up, neighbourhood Italian Ciao, Mate! turns out some of the coast’s best wood-fired pizzas. They’re both part of the hospitality collective that also runs the Eltham Hotel, a characterful country pub 20 minutes from Bangalow with a great community vibe and yes, excellent pub food.

Local farmers and foodies converge behind the Bangalow Hotel on Saturday mornings for the Bangalow Farmers Market. The market backs onto Bangalow’s small Station St arts precinct, where a handful of boutiques and studios are anchored by Bangalow’s best cafe, Woods. Just 6km up the road in teeny Newrybar, longstanding contemporary restaurant Harvest beckons for a long lunch or a treat from its next-door deli. Also tucked up behind Bangalow is The Hut, a light-filled Mediterranean restaurant in a heritage schoolhouse. Fifteen minutes from Bangalow towards Nightcap National Park, the tiny village of Federal has a wonderful Japanese-inspired restaurant, Doma, complete with free-roaming chickens.

On the first Saturday in September, there’s more local cuisine to sample at Bangalow’s Sample Food Festival.

Be a Friend to Koalas

Koala-spotting in Lismore

Lismore has a high concentration of koalas living in and around the city, upping your chances of seeing one of these adorable creatures in the wild. First stop on your koala-spotting excursion should be a tour of koala education centre Burribi (2pm Monday to Thursday), where donations help support the volunteer service, Friends of the Koala, that looks after sick and injured koalas at the attached koala hospital. Nearby is Robinson’s Lookout, a picnic area where koalas are often spotted. Other koala hangouts to explore are the Lismore Workers Golf Club and Tucki Tucki Nature Reserve, 15km outside the city.


NORTHERN RIVERS FLOODS

In early 2022, the Northern Rivers suffered the worst floods on record. The region’s commercial centre of Lismore was among the worst affected, where floodwaters reached 14.4m and effectively swallowed the small city. Despite the devastation, the city continues to rebuild, with the excellent Lismore Regional Gallery and Lismore Regional Museum both working towards a 2024 reopening when we visited. Until then, the gallery operates a pop-up space on Magellan St, and the Museum has its own space in Molesworth St.



Go Troppo in Lismore

Join the LGBTIQ+ fun

A not-for-profit community group for LGBTIQ+ people headquartered in Lismore, Tropical Fruits hosts a legendary NYE bash, with celebrations leading up to the big night. There are also parties at Easter, on the King’s Birthday holiday in June and Fruity Fair Day in September.

Follow the Hippy Trail

Destination: Nimbin

A 30-minute drive north of Lismore, Nimbin was once an unremarkable dairy village, but was changed forever in May 1973 when thousands of hippies descended on the town for the Aquarius Festival. Many stayed on and created new communities in the picturesque countryside, hoping to continue the ideals expressed during the 10-day celebration.

Genuine remnants of the peace-and love generation remain, like the psychedelic murals on the main street, though the busloads of backpackers descending on the town from Byron may also encounter some dodgy characters. The main attraction is the Hemp Embassy. Part shop, part stronghold for minor political group the Legalise Cannabis Australia Party, this colourful place raises consciousness about impending marijuana legalisation, and sells all the paraphernalia you’ll need to attract police attention as well as legal edible-hemp products. It organises the MardiGrass festival in May. An attached cafe-bar sells teas, smoothies and snacks.

You can also pick up trippy souvenirs at the Nimbin Candle Factory on Blue Knob Rd.


NORTHERN RIVERS MARKETS

Local life in the region revolves around a seemingly endless rota of markets, which bring together farmers, foragers, foodies, makers and musicians. Top picks include:

Byron Farmers Market

Big sister to the Bangalow version. Butler St Reserve; 7-11am Thu

Byron Community Market

Byron’s original market covers all bases. Butler St Reserve; 8am-3pm; 1st Sun

Bangalow Market

Arts, crafts, food and more. Bangalow Showground; 8am-2.30pm; last Sun

Brunswick Heads Riverside Market

Artisan stalls and food by the river. Memorial Park; 7am-2pm 1st Sat

Mullumbimby Farmers Market

Local produce galore, with live music and fun for kids. Mullumbimby Showground; 7-11am Fri



Step into Gondwana

Hinterland national parks

The spectacular waterfalls, the sheer volcanic cliffs and the dense rainforest of 80-sq-km Nightcap National Park are perhaps to be expected in an area with the highest annual rainfall in NSW. About a 45-minute drive from Byron Bay or Lismore, it’s part of the Gondwana Rainforests World Heritage Area and home to many protected creatures.

The Historic Nightcap Track (18km, 1 day), which was stomped out by postal workers in the late 19th century, runs from Mt Nardi to Rummery Park, a picnic spot and campground. The Minyon Loop (7.5km, 4½ hours) is a terrific half-day hike around the spectacular Minyon Falls, which are usually good for an icy splash. The wheelchair-accessible lookout over the top of the falls is 50m from the car park. A largely unsealed but very scenic road leads from the Channon to the Terania Creek Picnic Area, where an easy track (1.4km return, 1½ hours) heads to the base of Protestor Falls (swimming not permitted). Expected to open in 2024, the Gidjuum Gulganyi Walk is a 39km, four-day hike linking Minyon Falls with Unicorn Falls in Mount Jerusalem National Park to the north.

To the northwest and also part of the Gondwana Rainforests, the vast Border Ranges National Park covers 317 sq km on the NSW side of the McPherson Range, which runs along the NSW–Queensland border. The eastern section of the park can be explored on the 64km Tweed Range Scenic Drive (gravel), which loops through the park from Lillian Rock (midway between Uki and Kyogle) to Wiangaree (north of Kyogle on Summerland Wy). The road runs through mountain rainforest, with steep hills and lookouts over the Tweed Valley to Wollumbin (Mt Warning) and the coast. The five-minute walk out to the Pinnacle Lookout is a highlight.
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Down by the River

Bliss out in Brunswick Heads

Long thought of as Byron’s sleepy little sibling, Brunswick Heads (‘Bruns’) has come into its own. The small town’s neat grid of streets now has a tantalising array of dining options. Brunswick is increasingly and obviously affluent too, but despite the closure of its fishers’ co-op years ago, it still has a relaxed fishing-town vibe. A long, wild surf beach and a tiny sheltered river cove (Torakina Beach) are separated from the town by the Brunswick River, but connected by a bridge. The river is known to turn an idyllic shade of blue on the incoming tide, when kids jump off the bridge, and kayakers (hire available from Brunswick Buccaneers near the bridge) paddle upriver towards Mullumbimby. You can also cruise upriver with Out of the Blue Adventures, which offers a serene sunset boat tour with tapas and soft drinks; there’s also a bar onboard.


REVIVED RETRO CINEMA

First opened in 1941 as a cinema, the Brunswick Picture House cut a lonely figure on Fingal St for three decades after being abandoned in the 1980s. Fortunately, this flimsy fibro shack was not only saved from the wrecking ball, but also lovingly restored and reopened as a theatre in 2016.

This wonderfully nostalgic space, complete with a cute little garden kiosk (lolly bags available to to satisfy your sweet tooth), hosts a fantastic array of circus, cabaret, comedy, film and music events, with top billing going to Cheeky Cabaret, an outrageous, genre-bending seasonal show offering one of the best nights out in the Byron Shire.



Eating & Drinking in Brunswick Heads: Our Picks

Bruns Bakery: Sister-bakery to Byron’s Suffolk (‘Suffo’) Bakery, this huge kitchen turns out some of Australia’s best pies. 6am-3.30pm $

La Casita: The team behind fine-diner Fleet serve next-level tacos and margaritas at this Mexican cantina. 5-9pm Fri-Mon & noon-12.30 Sun $$

Roko Ramen & Sake Bar: If fine diner Fleet reopens here, this haute ramen residency will be sorely missed. 5-10pm Wed-Sat $$

Hotel Brunswick: Bypass the bistro and settle in with a cool drink under poinciana trees at this historic pub opposite the river. 10am-midnight

Hinterland Haven

Mooch into Mullumbimby

A 10-minute drive inland from Brunswick Heads, the historic town of Mullumbimby (‘Mullum’) is the Byron Shire’s hippy heartland, but you only need to visit the Banya, a European-style bathhouse housed in a historic bank, to see how gentrification is creeping in. Yet this former logging town is still chock-full of character, with a beautiful clutch of Federation buildings including the convivial Middle Pub.

[image: jpg]

Burringbar St, Mullumbimby | GLEN BERLIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ride the Rails

Northern Rivers Rail Trail

Two decades since the last train chugged the North Coast Line, the railway corridor between Murwillumbah and Crabbes Creek has been transformed into a 24km cycle trail. Opened in 2023, the first section of the Northern Rivers Rail Trail (which will extend 132km to Casino when completed) weaves past sugarcane fields and lush pockets of subtropical rainforest, across bridges and through tunnels, including the Burringbar Range Tunnel – at 524m, it’s one of the longest in NSW. Look out for glowworms on the 7m-high ceiling, but be careful not to shine a torch directly at them. A cheese factory is a tempting stop in Burringbar, while Mooball’s Victory Hotel, just 3km from Crabbes Creek, makes a fine spot to grab a drink or lunch. Bike hire is available in Murwillumbah (on the old train platform) and in Mooball, just north of Crabbes Creek. Allow two hours to ride the trail one-way at a leisurely pace; some hire companies offer a shuttle service.


WHY I LOVE THE TWEED
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Sarah Reid, Lonely Planet writer

While my Byron Bay home will always have a special place in my heart, I love escaping the crowds for a more relaxed day out in the Tweed. Maybe I’ll check out the latest exhibition at the Tweed Regional Gallery, go for a swim at Cabarita Beach, or treat myself to a fancy long lunch at one of the region’s ever-expanding collection of destination restaurants.

The Tweed section of the Northern Rivers Rail Trail now offers a great new way to experience this genetically blessed region sustainably, and I look forward to checking out the new businesses that will inevitably pop up in the cute villages along this revived country corridor.



Eating in the Tweed: Best Destination Restaurants

Pipit: Chef Ben Devlin’s creative uses of local produce shine at this Pottsville fine diner. noon-3pm Fri-Sun, 6-10pm Mon & Thu-Sat $$$

Potager: Feel like you’re dining at a friend’s home at this highly awarded restaurant in Carool. noon-10.30pm Fri & Sat, to 6pm Sun $$$

Paper Daisy: Feast on fine contemporary fare steps from Cabarita Beach in one of the Tweed’s best-decorated dining rooms. noon-10.30pm $$$

Tweed River House: Riverside Queenslander-style house sets the scene for nouvelle French dining. noon-5pm Thu & Sun, to 10pm Fri & Sat $$$

Peer into an Artist’s Studio

The Tweed’s top art gallery

The meticulously recreated home studio of the late, great still-life artist (and hoarder) Margaret Olley is the highlight of South Murwillumbah’s Tweed Regional Gallery & Margaret Olley Art Centre. But this regional gallery also hosts wonderful exhibitions, and there are fantastic views of Wollumbin (Mt Warning) from Apex Dining, its cafe (reimagined by new management in 2022) run by the folks from cult Tweed Heads bakery-cafe, Baked at Ancora.

Hidden Highlight of Tweed Heads

Visit an urban sacred site

Most road-trippers blaze straight through Tweed Heads, on the NSW–Queensland border, but the Minjungbal Aboriginal Cultural Centre, immersed in bushland in Tweed Heads South, makes a good argument for pausing. Browse the information panels and artefacts in the museum (closed weekends) before taking a stroll along a 1km wheelchair-accessible nature trail lined with interpretative signage. On the way you’ll pass a bora ring, a sacred site traditionally used by many Aboriginal groups for men’s initiation ceremonies and an important spiritual ancestral link for the Minjungbal Bundjalung people.

Turtle Power

Snorkel with turtles at Cook Island

Less than 1km off the coast near Tweed Heads, Cook Island Aquatic Reserve (Jungarra Ngarrian) is known for its large, year-round population of green, loggerhead and hawksbill marine turtles. There are also plenty of fish, and maybe a few docile wobbegong sharks, to be spotted on the shallow reefs surrounding the small island. Based in Kingscliff, near the Fingal Head boat ramp, Watersports Guru runs snorkelling tours by boat. It’s also possible to scuba dive the site with Tweed Heads-based Kirra Dive, which also runs snorkelling tours.


THE TWEED’S ULURU

Rising 1157m from the lush hills of the Tweed Range, the distinctive hooked peak of Wollumbin (Mt Warning) can be seen from just about everywhere in this coastal region. Forming the central remnant of the ancient Tweed Volcano, it’s a deeply spiritual place for its Bundjalung Traditional Custodians, and it’s for this reason, combined with safety concerns, that the once-popular hiking route to the summit was quietly and permanently closed by NPWS in 2020.

Leading from Mt Warning Rd to a rainforest lookout near the base of Wollumbin, Wollumbin National Park’s easy 300m-return Lyrebird Track offers a taste of the ecological and cultural significance of this rainforest landscape.



Drinking in the Tweed: Our Picks

Husk Distillers: Known for its ‘ink gin’ and agricole rum, this distillery has superb cellar-door experiences. 11am-5pm Mon-Sat, until 6pm Sun

Keith: The coffee and pastries (especially the Portuguese tarts) hit the spot in this ’70s-style arcade cafe. 6.30am-2pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-1pm Sat

Bistro Livi: The food’s good, but this effortlessly cool Murwillumbah venue is the perfect place for a cheeky wine. 5.30-11pm Wed-Fri, noon-11pm Sat

Earth Beer Company: Sample fun seasonal brews at this characterful brewery on an avocado farm in Cudgen. 1-8pm Fri, 11am-8pm Sat, 11am-6.30pm Sun




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Central Coast

Tiarri on Terrigal $$ Modern eight-room apartment-hotel in a leafy gully just above Terrigal; its four apartment rooms have cooking facilities.

Kims Beachside Retreat $$$ Boardwalks through lush palms connect the 36 bungalows at this lovely, longstanding retreat on Toowoon Bay’s beautiful main beach.

Newcastle

Newcastle Beach YHA $ This sprawling, heritage-listed building has comfortable dorms, a huge common area, and offers complimentary surfboards and bikes.

Lucky Hotel $$ A slick revamp of this grand old 1880s dame means it’s an upbeat, modern place to stay above a great pub, with 28 rooms.

QT Newcastle $$$ The playful boutique-hotel brand has nailed Newcastle cool with its transformation of the former David Jones building into a 104-room hotel.

Hunter Valley

Vine Valley Inn $ Charmingly eclectic budget hotel in Cessnock has a bit of a hostel vibe. Rates include a help-yourself-breakfast in the shared kitchen.

Hermitage Lodge $$ Great value for its central Pokolbin location, this freshly renovated lodge with on-site neighbourhood Italian restaurant offers a huge choice of room options.

Longhouse $$$ Architecture students designed this chic woolshed-inspired Pokolbin pad, which has three huge two-room units overlooking chardonnay vines.

Port Stephens

Melaleuca Surfside Backpackers $ Pitch your tent among bushland, nab a dorm bed, or kick back in cosy cabins set amid peaceful scrub behind One Mile Beach.

Anchorage $$$ Marina-fronted resort and Port Stephens’ most stylish place to stay. Rooms with crisp, coastal charm, all with either a balcony or a terrace.

Port Macquarie

Port Macquarie Backpackers $ This heritage-listed house has dorms and private rooms and a leafy backyard with a small pool. Free bodyboard hire.

The Mid Pacific $$ Free bike hire, hot tubs and a saltwater pool are welcome bonuses at this central and very pleasant 38-room waterfront motel.

Bellingen

The Lodge Bellingen $$ Just north of town, this 30-room, understated country-chic boutique hotel also has a Three Blue Ducks restaurant.

Promised Land Retreat $$$ Ten-minute drive from town, three stylish chalets feature spa baths and superb views. Facilities include tennis court and complimentary mountain bikes.

Coffs Coast

Woopi Backpackers $ In Woolgoolga, a 25-minute drive north of Coffs Harbour, this modern hostel is the region’s best, with pod-like dorms and private twins.

BIG4 Sawtell Beach Holiday Park $$ Backing onto Sawtell’s Bonville Creek, this holiday park with cabins and leafy sites is an easy stroll from town.

Pier Hotel $$ Mix of renovated rooms with shared/private bathroom on 1st floor of lovely old Coffs Harbour pub. Sports bar and bistro downstairs.

Yamba

Pacific Hotel $$ Stylishly renovated queen rooms (shared bathrooms) at this old pub are a bargain. Also kings/queens with en-suites and bunk rooms sleeping four.

The Surf $$$ Perched above Main Beach, Yamba’s first boutique hotel blends modern design with nostalgia throughout its 12 rooms and rooftop pool deck.

Ballina & Lennox Head

The Cubana $$ A playful ’60s-style makeover of this Ballina motor inn comes complete with a vintage caravan pool bar.


Reflections Holiday Parks Lennox Head $$ By Lake Ainsworth and Seven Mile Beach, holiday park with wide range of units, spacious sites and good amenities.

Byron Bay

YHA Byron Bay $ With dorms and private rooms wrapping around a tropical pool, this 2018-renovated hostel is the pick of central Byron’s budget sleeps.

Wake Up! Byron Bay $ It’s an easy five-minute cycle into Byron (free bikes) from this freshly renovated Belongil Beach hostel, with dorms and privates.

Sunseeker $$$ An ’80s brick hotel on Bangalow Rd has been reimagined into a ’70s-inspired palm-fringed oasis for the modern traveller.

Atlantic $$$ Refreshed rooms and a magnesium pool make this interconnected collection of restored beach cottages with communal kitchens appealing. Also super central.
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Byron Bay Hinterland

Bangalow Guesthouse $$ This stately timber villa houses four guest rooms, all with en-suites, on the river’s edge; spot platypuses and water dragons from the verandah.

Grey Gum Lodge $$ Soak up serene valley views from the front verandah of this palm-draped Queenslander-style house in Nimbin with six en-suite rooms.

Eltham Hotel $$$ Five bespoke rooms above a fabulous country pub, each named for a different woman with a link to the region.

Brunswick Heads

The Brunswick $$ Arguably the most stylish of Tweed St’s string of motel transformations, this sand-toned stay is one for adults only.

Sails Motel $$ The 22 rooms in this refreshed 1960s motel are light and simple, and the renovated pool is hard to resist.

Tweed Region

Blue Water Motel $$ Soothing retro-blue tones set up a nostalgic seaside escape at this stylishly renovated hotel in Kingscliff, just south of Tweed Heads.

Halcyon House $$$ The transformation of this original Cabarita Beach hotel into a whimsical-chic boutique stay kicked off an east-coast trend.

Lord Howe Island

Pinetrees $$$ Just steps from the lagoon, this elegant, longstanding family-run resort – and Australia’s first carbon-neutral hotel – is known to book out well in advance.

Beachcomber Lodge $$$ A handsome centenarian bungalow on the hill above ‘downtown’, this family-run place offers some of the best-value self-catering apartments on the island.





South Coast New South Wales
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WALKS, WAVES, WILDLIFE AND WHALES


One of Australia’s most scenic coastlines is yours to explore on the gorgeous stretch from Sydney to Eden.
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The South Coast of New South Wales is one of those places you just can’t get enough of. It sometimes gets overlooked in favour of the Insta-famous northern coastline, but that just makes it even more special. This epic stretch of coast comes with astounding views. It has an incredible food scene celebrating the abundance of plump seafood and lush pastures. Its national parks, both on land and in the water, showcase native flora and fauna. And whether your drink of choice is of the bean, hop or grape variety, you’ll find cosy cafes and country pubs steeped in history scattered throughout the inland villages.

This is where dolphins take up residence in vast bays, whales gently cruise past on their way to warmer breeding waters every winter, freshwater estuaries feed incredible oyster farms, and kangaroos hop freely across white sandy beaches as the sun drops.

It is also where Canberrans and Sydneysiders have holiday houses passed down through generations, with each new family making new precious memories. Every family has their secret surf and snorkelling spots, secret fishing ground and favourite fish and chip shop.

So whether you come here to spend a weekend, a week or longer, don’t be afraid to get off the main roads and discover your very own secret spots. Trust us, there are plenty!
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THE MAIN AREAS

SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS

A breath of fresh country air.

WOLLONGONG

Urban centre with laid-back lifestyle.

BATEMANS BAY

Seafood hot spot and turquoise inlets.

MERIMBULA & PAMBULA

Twin towns on the glistening water.





Find Your Way


Stretching 400km from Sydney all the way to the Victorian border, the South Coast is dotted with laid-back beachside towns. We’ve picked out the main spots, but left plenty more for you to discover.
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Plan Your Time


Make a plan, and be prepared to change it. Sometimes it’s best to see where the wind takes you, and this is one of those places.
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A Long Weekend

• Coming from Sydney or Canberra, it’s just a short drive to reach the coast and breathe in the salty air. With a couple of nights, have a swim or a surf in Kiama, dig into the freshest seafood, and spot dolphins on a cruise in Jervis Bay. If you’re driving, detour inland for lunch at a country pub in the Southern Highlands.




A Weeklong Stay

• A week gives you enough time to explore this whole stretch of coastline. Spend a couple of days each at Wollongong, Batemans Bay and Merimbula and explore everything in between. Outside the Christmas holidays you can normally find last-minute accommodation, so feel free to fly by the seat of your pants and let the salty air guide you.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Tulip Time in Bowral sprinkles colour and life across the Southern Highlands.

SUMMER

This is when the coastline truly comes alive. The sun is hot, the days are long, and the beaches are pumping.

AUTUMN

You might get hot sun one day, cold winds the next. But you’ll find empty beaches, and you might spot some whales.

WINTER

This is prime whale-watching season, as humpback whales cruise up and down this ‘humpback highway’.




Southern Highlands

WINE | ANTIQUE SHOPPING | WATERFALLS
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This small region with Bowral sitting pretty at its centre is a magnet for well-heeled day-trippers, tree changers and remote workers. It’s just 90 minutes’ drive from Sydney but feels like a world away. There’s no hustle here, and the only bustle you’ll see is on a wedding dress at one of the many wedding venues dotted around the countryside.

Bowral’s antique shops, cafes and boutiques invite you to nosy around, but there’s more than just the good life. Just down the road, Mittagong is like a younger sibling sitting in its shadow. Berrima has charm, Moss Vale has the amenities and saleyards, and the towering Fitzroy Falls in the divine Kangaroo Valley is perfect for wanderers.


GETTING AROUND

This is a great destination for a car-free escape. The train from Sydney takes about 2½ hours. From there, you can get easily set up in one of the towns and wander on foot. A number of operators offer wine tours so you can indulge. If you want to get to some smaller towns or Kangaroo Valley, you will need a car. The roads are generally well maintained but windy.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 International Cricket Hall of Fame

2 Pioneer Village Museum

SIGHTS

3 Berrima Courthouse

4 Fitzroy Falls

see 3 Harper’s Mansion

5 Morton National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Bendeela Recreation Area

SLEEPING

7 Bendooley Estate

see 1 Berida Hotel

see 3 Berrima Bakehouse Motel

8 Mittagong Hotel

see 8 Motel Melrose

EATING

see 3 Eschalot

9 Mittagong RSL Club

see 1 Press Shop

10 Robertson Hotel

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Artemis Wines

12 Briars Inn

13 Centennial Vineyards

14 Eden Brewery

15 Eling Forest Winery

16 Highlands Taphouse

17 Joadja Distillery

18 Mount Ashby Estate

see 3 Surveyor General Inn

SHOPPING

see 1 Dirty Jane’s Bowral

19 Grandpa’s Shed

20 Reviva Centre

see 3 Sticky Beaks Vintage Emporium

INFORMATION

21 Fitzroy Falls NPWS Visitor Centre

see 8 Southern Highlands Visitors Centre
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The humble pie becomes the main attraction during Pie Time, a celebration of the meat-filled pastry in June as part of the Winter’s Wonderful festival. Outside that, eat your way along 30 of the best on the Pie Trail (visitsouthernhighlands.com.au/trip-ideas/pie-trail).



Bowral Bowls You Over

Where shoppers and sports lovers meet

You’ll find a Venn Diagram–like overlap of antique shoppers and sports fans in Bowral. The charming town is a thriving hub for vintage stores, antiques, homeware boutiques and galleries lining Bong Bong St. Take a peek into the treasure trove of Dirty Jane’s market hall to test your bargain-hunting skills. On the other end of the spectrum is the International Cricket Hall of Fame, incorporating the Bradman Museum that honours the boy from Bowral. Cricket tragic or not, the interactive displays and memorabilia (including Bradman’s baggy green hat) will keep anyone engaged for at least an hour. Walk by Donald Bradman’s childhood home around the corner at 52 Shepherd St to see where he honed his batting skills by hitting a ball at a water tank for hours on end.

Tulip Time

Pops of colour in the Southern Highlands

For over 60 years, Bowral has hosted the annual Tulip Time festival in September. Celebrate the start of spring with a spectacular display of 80,000 tulips in Corbett Gardens, along with live music, market stalls and art installations.



Mittagong’s Charms

Chasing waterfalls

Just a few minutes’ drive from Bowral, Mittagong is nestled between vineyards, colonial heritage and mountain reserves. In addition to slightly cheaper accommodation options, it has plenty to see. Sample the craft brews at Eden Brewery and pop into the Southern Highlands Visitors Centre, which has maps and a great selection of local wine and produce. One of the best walks in the region starts in Mittagong. It’s unmarked, so follow the wide, gentle fire trail from the corner of Leopold and Beatrice Sts to the riverbed. Follow the river for another 2km to Sixty Foot Falls, a sweet waterfall with a refreshing swimming hole at the bottom.

Joadja Ghost Town

Whisky distillery tour

Joadja was once the site of a major kerosene mining operation that saw more than 1000 Scottish immigrants move here. But today, it’s a ghost town. Fascinating guided 100-minute tours of the ruined buildings are offered on select weekends and include a whisky tasting at Joadja Distillery (book online). The Scottish heritage in the valley inspired the Jimenez family to establish the single malt distillery in 2014. It’s open Thursday to Monday, offering free distillery tours and tastings upon arrival (no booking required).


BOWRAL, BRADMAN & CRICKET

Sir Donald Bradman, widely regarded as the greatest batter in cricket history, spent his childhood in Bowral. Dominating the sport in the 1930s and ’40s, he achieved a Test batting average of 99.94. Bradman’s skills and humility made him an icon, and after retirement he continued to help develop the game. He was recognised with a knighthood in 1949 for his services to the sport.

Today, cricket is one of the most popular sports in Australia, with Test matches (lasting five days), one-day matches, and short T20 (20 overs) games played year-round. The Ashes, a biennial Test match between Australia and England, is the highlight of the cricket calendar, evoking intense competition and national pride.



Eating in the Southern Highlands: Our Picks

Press Shop: Brunch destination in Bowral with Parisian vibes, in a heritage building. 6am-4pm Mon-Sat, from 7am Sun $$

Mittagong RSL Club: Fantastic bistro, weekly specials and Sunday roast. 11.30am-2pm & 5-8.30pm Sun-Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat $$

Bendooley Estate: Dine among books at the Berkelouw Book Barn on the estate winery. The menu is sophisticated and fresh. hours vary $$

Eschalot: Elegant dining in a historic stone cottage; the meals are sourced from its kitchen garden. noon-11pm Fri-Sun, from 6pm Thu $$$

Surveyor General Inn: An inn since 1834, Berrima’s impressive sandstone building has large pub meals and happy hour. hours vary $$

Briars Inn: Cosy up to the fire in winter while the kids play on the giant chessboard at this Highlands institution. 11am-10pm $$

Robertson Hotel: Enjoy Devonshire tea in the cafe, or a meal in the formal dining room at this 100-year-old pub. hours vary $$

Highlands Taphouse: Try this Moss Vale beerhall’s signature beers, Naked Harvest and Godfather Porter, or a tasting paddle. hours vary $

Historic Berrima

Step back in time

Berrima’s picture-postcard streets lined with sandstone cottages from the 1830s now house homeware stores, pottery shops and lolly shops. While it’s tempting to just wander aimlessly, check out the prison cells and impressive sound-and-light show inside Berrima Courthouse to get a better insight into the region’s convict heritage. You can also get lost in the hedge maze at the beautiful Georgian Harper’s Mansion and follow the gentle 1.8km Berrima River trail, with signage detailing how WWI internees stationed here survived in the harsh conditions.

Wondrous Waterfalls

Rumbling, tumbling Fitzroy Falls

Morton National Park, one of NSW’s largest, features deep gorges and high sandstone plateaus of the Budawang Range. It’s easily accessible from Bundanoon at its northern gateway. It’s home to the plunging Fitzroy Falls, dropping 81m into the valley below. From the Visitor Centre, follow the 3.6km return West Rim trail for the best views of the falls as you hug the edge of the escarpment. The iconic lyrebirds, depicted on 10c coins, are common here, so listen out for their clever mimicry. A short, flat walk to the Fitzroy Falls Lookout is an easy, accessible option.
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Lush Kangaroo Valley

A scenic pioneer village

Lying 17km south from Fitzroy Falls is the verdant Kangaroo Valley. Cross Hampden Bridge, the oldest surviving wooden suspension bridge that looks like it was plucked straight out of a medieval fairy-tale castle, into the beautiful Kangaroo Valley township. The Pioneer Village Museum tells the story of the early settlers in this region as you walk through replica huts, a school building, sheds and cottages filled with authentic artefacts. The Bendeela Recreation Area camping ground is the best place to spot wombats as they plod around at dusk.


BEST VINTAGE SHOPPING SPOTS

Dirty Jane’s , Bowral

Curated antiques, fancy homewares, handmade crafts, and some tat in a lofty industrial warehouse.

Sticky Beaks Vintage Emporium, Berrima

Kitsch decor, china sets and retro furniture fill this marketplace, where 15 different sellers set up booths.

Bendooley Estate, Berrima

Fifth-generation book dealers, the Berkelouw Book Barn has thousands of new, secondhand and rare books.

Grandpa’s Shed, Fitzroy Falls

Like rummaging through your grandparents’ shed, this place is filled with fun collectibles and retro gems.

Reviva Centre, Moss Vale

This social enterprise works with the council to help turn other people’s trash into your next treasure.



Wineries in the Southern Highlands: Our Picks

Artemis Wines: Push open the River Redgum cellar door and sample the complex wines, gin and rums made in Mittagong. 11am-4pm Thu-Mon

Eling Forest Winery: Stroll the shady gardens while sipping on a glass of the Highlands’ signature pinot noir. 10.30am-4pm

Centennial Vineyards: Sprawling vineyard renowned for pinot noir and chardonnay; has a restaurant – book online. 10am-5pm

Mount Ashby Estate: This French-inspired estate has a French restaurant, European antique store and rustic cellar door. 11am-5pm Thu-Mon




Wollongong

BEACH | SKYDIVING | OCEAN ROCK POOLS
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Kicking off this South Coast sojourn is the energetic city of Wollongong. The Wodi Wodi, a subgroup of the Dharawal people, have inhabited the region for some 40,000 years. Since the European settlement, steam locomotives were introduced in 1880 to haul coal from Mt Keira mine to the harbour, setting the scene for the heavy industry that would go on to define this steel city’s legacy.

This heritage has imbued an industrial edginess to ‘The Gong’, as it’s affectionately known. Go elsewhere for glitz and glamour, as this city, the third largest in NSW, is about as laid-back as you can get without falling over. Its 17 beaches are stunning, dotted with ocean rock pools. There’s a smorgasbord of brunch, lunch and dinner options, and the surrounding Illawarra Escarpment offers epic views from its lush hillsides.

If you love an adrenaline rush, sports like skydiving, hang-gliding, paragliding and surfing await adventure seekers.
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GETTING AROUND

Wollongong starts where Sydney ends. Along the Grand Pacific Drive, traffic can be slow-moving in the afternoons. Trains connect Wollongong along the coast to the north and the south. Hitch a ride on Wollongong’s free Gong Shuttle Bus that loops around the city every 10 to 20 minutes. If you’re driving, parking is free on Sundays; alternatively, walk this hilly city on foot, ride the bike trails or rent an e-scooter.
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SIGHTS

1 Mt Keira Lookout

2 Nan Tien Temple

3 Port Kembla Lookout

4 Sea Cliff Bridge

5 Stanwell Tops Lookout

6 Wollongong City Beach

7 Wollongong Head Lighthouse

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Blue Mile

SLEEPING

9 Hotel Totto

10 SAGE Hotel Wollongong

EATING

11 Bulli Beach Cafe

12 Kinn Thai

13 Lee & Me

14 Scarborough Hotel

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Hotel Illawarra

16 Seeker Brewing

ENTERTAINMENT

17 La La La’s

18 Music Lounge

INFORMATION

19 Wollongong Visitor Information Centre
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The Gong has a lively music scene that has produced some great Aussie bands. Check out the homegrown talent at Hotel Illawarra, downstairs at La La La’s or Music Lounge on weekends, or Sundays at Seeker Brewing.




A Grand Entry into Wollongong

Take the scenic route

One of Australia’s most scenic drives, the Grand Pacific Drive stretches 140km from Sydney’s Royal National Park down to Nowra, passing Wollongong on the way. About 20km north of town, the road wraps itself along the stunning 665m-long Sea Cliff Bridge, perched delicately over the ocean.

In the city, explore the calm harbour around Flagstaff Hill and its lighthouse, once a thriving cargo port in the 1800s. Walking along Blue Mile, the popular waterfront promenade, the turquoise sea will lure you in for a dip. Keep an eye out for skydivers, hang-gliders and paragliders drifting through the sky.

Beach Vibes

Ninety-nine problems but a beach ain’t one

In a city with 17 beaches, you don’t have to go far to find a good one. Closest to the centre, the aptly named City Beach is a safe bet, with soft wide sand and surfable waves. At the northern end, tucked behind the lighthouse is a rustic ocean pool. The northern villages of Bulli, Thirroul, Austinmer and Coledale have grassy space, cafes and beachside playgrounds.
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Temple Time

Quiet contemplation

The Nan Tien Temple is the largest Buddhist Temple in the southern hemisphere, and its peaceful surrounds are free and open every day except Monday. Enjoy flavoursome vegetarian dumplings and tea in the Tea House, try calligraphy in the pagoda for a donation, or ring the gratitude bell atop the hill. Modest dress code dictates no leggings, shorts, singlets or thongs/flip-flops.


WOLLONGONG’S BEST VIEWPOINTS

Mt Keira Lookout

Soak up the mesmerising vista, then take a 15-minute loop walk for panoramic views in every direction.

Port Kembla Lookout

Best place to watch paragliders launch, check out the steelworks or enjoy the sunset.

Stanwell Tops Lookout

The ocean, beach, mountains and nature stretch out in front of you from this incredible high lookout.

Sea Cliff Bridge

Park at the southern end of the bridge and take a walk to get a closer look at this engineering marvel.

Wollongong Visitor Info Centre

Step outside for sweeping coastal views and learn about the traditional places of the Dharawal people.



Eating & drinking in Wollongong: Our Picks

Lee & Me: A cool brick-walled cafe with a brunch menu that goes beyond your standard smashed avo. 7am-2pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Bulli Beach Cafe: Perched on the headland, a great place to enjoy a casual lunch and watch swimmers paddling in the Bulli Rockpool. 7am-4pm $$

Scarborough Hotel: Pull up a pew on the expansive terrace overlooking the sea and enjoy classic pub food. 11am-4pm Thu-Mon $$

Kinn Thai: A casual Thai place in the city centre with delicious soft-shell crab and massaman curry. 11.30am-3pm & 5-9pm $$




Beyond Wollongong
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Whether you’re here for a good time or a long time, you will be blown away by nature’s beauty.


Continuing south from Wollongong, you have access to 100 magnificent beaches and 50 towns and villages in the Shoalhaven Coast region. The Norfolk Island pines pepper the coastline, guiding the way to nature’s show. The highlights reel includes towering basalt rock formations, blowholes, waterfalls, surf breaks, whale watching in winter, dolphin spotting, ocean swimming pools and rainforests. An abundance of natural quartz makes the sand here twinkle a little brighter and the turquoise waters sparkle.

Who knows, the beauty of the overlapping ocean, bush and mountains might even inspire you to write a novel, as celebrated poet and novelist DH Lawrence did in 1922 when he penned Kangaroo.
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Places

Illawarra Escarpment

Kiama

Nowra

Jervis Bay


GETTING AROUND

The South Coast trainline and Premier Motor Service bus line from Sydney connect to many of the coastal towns in this region. If you’re driving, the main roads are smooth and wide, but some of the roads to more secluded beaches are dirt tracks with limited parking. Drive slowly in national parks and watch out for wildlife, especially at dawn and dusk. With no public transport, most towns are suited for walking.




Illawarra Escarpment Time from Wollongong: 45 MINS [image: img]

Rainforest adventures

Minnamurra Rainforest Centre is a remnant of the ancient growth that once covered the East Coast prior to European settlement. A $12 park pass per car gets you in, and the 1.6km Loop Walk takes you across suspension bridges and along wide boardwalks as you relax to the meditative birdsong and flowing water.

Further up the escarpment, Illawarra Fly Treetop Walk is a family-friendly series of treetop boardwalks through the canopy of tall eucalyptus trees and rainforest. Look out for the tree hollows that are home to marsupials such as ringtail possums and sugar gliders. The pinnacle is Knights Tower, where 106 steps unveil views to the coast, Lake Illawarra, Wollongong and Shellharbour. Adventurers four years and older can try the zip-line, suspended 35m above the forest floor.

Kiama Time from Wollongong: 35 MINS [image: img]

A gorgeous coastal walk

Two vastly different natural sights sit at each end of Kiama’s bay, 40km south from Wollongong. In the north, the unique landscapes of Bombo Headland feel otherworldly. The towering basalt columns at Cathedral Rocks are as photogenic as any grand European church. At the other end, the Blowhole roars and whispers as the waves crash through it all day long. An easy 4km walk joins the two capes through Kiama’s bustling main street, or you can drive and park at each end. This walk is part of the longer Kiama Coastal Walk, which stretches for 20km from Minnamurra River all the way to Gerringong. From Kiama, continue past an endless series of scenic bays lacing the coast. The final section has some steep, rough track as you descend to Werri Beach, where it’s best to call ahead to check if the tidal lagoon is safe to cross (1300 654 262). Add a few extra kilometres to Gerringong Station, then catch the train back.
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Splash around Jamberoo Action Park

Cool off at the Jamberoo Action Park, a high-octane water park for adventure lovers of all ages only 10 minutes from Kiama. With dozens of waterslides, a wave pool, a chairlift, mini golf and bobsleds, plus a kids’ area, you can easily spend a whole day here. It’s open September to April; tickets are cheaper when booked online in advance and free for kids under three.


BEST OCEAN ROCK POOLS

Austinmer Ocean Pool

Twin pools at the south end of the beach, with the shallower of the two perfect for little ones.

Bulli Rockpool

This 50m rock pool on the headland, with white sand stretching out from either side.

Wollongong Head Lighthouse Rock Pools

Take the rough stone steps behind the lighthouse to this small, pristine natural rock pool.

Kiama Rock Pool

Built in the 1880s near the famous Blowhole, its irregular shape only adds to its charm.

Ourie Ocean Pool, Gerringong

This rectangular pool is nestled in the middle of a flat rock bed at Werri Beach.



Eating beyond Wollongong: Our Picks

Diggies, Kiama: Breezy venue perfectly positioned next to the Blowhole. Great for brunch and ice creams. 7am-3pm, to 6pm Sat $

Penny Whistlers, Kiama: All-day dining. Start with coffee and brunch before seafood and steaks for dinner. 7am-3pm Sun-Wed, to 10am Thu-Sat $$

Blue Swimmer, Gerroa: Unassuming cottage on the river, renowned for seafood and brunches. 7:30am-2:30pm Wed, Thu & Sun, 5-8:30pm Fri & Sat $$

Hill Bar & Kitchen, Gerringong: Seafood restaurant/bar with sweeping views of Werri Beach and rolling farmlands. noon-11pm $$


Nowra Time from Wollongong: 1 HR [image: img]

Art and aircraft

Nowra has plenty of free things to do, especially if it’s not a beach day. The Fleet Air Arm Museum features over 30 navy aircraft – don’t miss the helicopter flying simulator. It’s 8km out of town and open every day except Monday. The Shoalhaven Regional Gallery is a small art gallery in town showcasing contemporary local and Australian artists (open Tuesday to Saturday). Or stretch your legs on Bens Walk, a beautiful riverside 5.5km loop passing riverboats and hinterland.

Jervis Bay Time from Wollongong: 1½ HRS [image: img]

National parks on land and sea

This massive natural harbour, 100km south of Wollongong, is a protected marine park. It’s home to a pod of around 60 bottlenose dolphins, fur seals, little penguins, weedy sea dragons and over 220 fish species. It’s no surprise the Traditional Custodians named this place Booderee, meaning ‘bay of plenty’. Two-hour dolphin cruises leave three times a day from Huskisson, Jervis Bay’s main town. Operator Jervis Bay Wild has wheelchair-accessible vessels with ramps and a derrick. From mid-May to early November, most boats also offer two-hour whale-watching tours outside the bay to see the migrating humpback whales cruise the coastline.

On land, Booderee National Park has large pods of kangaroos, wallabies and lorikeets, sparkling white-sand beaches and scenic bushwalks. The Aboriginal-owned Booderee Botanic Gardens is included in the park fee; here you can learn about bush tucker by following an easy 500m Koori Garden Walk to the education shelter.
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BERRY-LICIOUS DONUTS

The Famous Berry Donut Van on Berry’s charming main street has been giving coast road-trippers a much-needed sugar fix for 50 years. In the early 1970s, a couple hitched their caravan to the back of an old FJ Holden, travelling Australia selling donuts and making friends. They rolled into Berry in 1974 and never left the spot they still sit on today.

After a recent upgrade, the van looks fresh on the outside, and still serves the same hot, fresh, crispy cinnamon donuts it’s famous for. It also serves coffee, sandwiches, hot dogs and milkshakes. It’s the perfect pit stop for bored kids or tired drivers.



Craft Beer Stops on the South Coast Ale Trail

Reub Goldberg Brewing Machine, Tarrawanna: Beer nerds tinker away with the brewing process to create magic. Wed-Sun, hours vary

Seeker Brewing, Unanderra: Great beer, a pool table, basketball hoop and pizza under one roof. 3-9pm Thu, noon-10pm Fri & Sat, to 8pm Sun

Stoic Brewing, Gerringong: Father-and-son team founded this brewery in 2018 with a focus on high-quality ingredients. hours vary

South Yeast Brewing, Nowra: Grab a tasting paddle and enjoy rotating food trucks and live music on weekends. 2-7pm Thu & Sun, noon-9pm Fri & Sat

On the beach

There’s great snorkelling at Murrays Beach, Little Hyams Beach and Greenfield Beach. Jervis Bay’s clean waters offer amazing visibility for freediving or scuba diving; beginners can book a a tour with Woebegone Freedive. Spot whales in winter or just enjoy the views from the abandoned Cape St George Lighthouse. And if you’re looking for the whitest sandy beaches, Hyams Beach is often touted, but pretty much all of the bay beaches are pearly white.


BEST SOUTH COAST EXPERIENCES

Kate from South Coast Experiences shares the best off-the-beaten-track experiences led by locals. @southcoastexperiences

Soul Clay Studios

Get your hands dirty and play with clay at a pottery class in Gerringong.

Willowvale Road Candles

Candle-making classes in a fabulous farmyard barn overlooking the beach in Gerringong.

Region X

Bespoke ecofriendly adventures, such as oyster shucking and glass-bottom kayak tours.

Fishing with a Local

Local fisher George (fishingwithalocal.com) will teach you how to catch a fish from the sand in Shoalhaven.

Jervis Bay Stargazing

A passionate astrophysicist will guide you through a night of stargazing on the beach.

Woebegone Freedive

Freediving courses and snorkelling tours.



Eating & Drinking in Jervis Bay: Our Picks

Huskisson Hotel: After a revamp, the ‘Husky Pub’ is now the go-to place in the area for a cold drink in a chilled atmosphere. from 11am

Jervis Bay Brewing Co: Sustainable brewery in the industrial estate with a kids’ playground, food truck and tasting paddles. noon-9pm Wed-Sun

5 Little Pigs: This busy little cafe in Huskisson is renowned for its delicious brunches (try the hash browns) and decent coffee. 7am-4pm $$

Gunyah in Paperbark Camp: A 3-course bush-dining experience under candlelight. Bookings essential. 5.30-8.30pm Sep-May $$$




Batemans Bay

OYSTERS | WATERSPORTS | WILDLIFE


[image: jpg]

Waterways flow throughout Batemans Bay, the main city in the Eurobodalla shire. Situated on the mouth of Clyde River, it’s surrounded by natural beauty. Where steamships and prospectors once cruised these waters to the historic river port at Nelligen, it’s now awash with oyster farmers, kayakers and fishing boats.

As a service hub, Batemans Bay lacks the charm of some other coastal resort towns, but it does still have the key ingredients for a beach holiday: sparkling blue water, great seafood restaurants, wildlife and watersports. Plenty of shops, supermarkets and motels cater to the huge influx of holidaymakers over summer. Since the famous old central lift bridge has been replaced by a tall four-lane bridge, traffic congestion has eased slightly.

Waterways, cycling paths and scenic drives will lead you on a trail of discovery to national parks, estuaries and stunning beaches.


GETTING AROUND

A four-hour drive south of Sydney, Batemans bay is easiest to access with a car. The closest airport is the small regional Moruya Airport, 25km south. Batemans Bay is highly walkable and bike-friendly, with a dedicated cycleway hugging the bay. You can also explore the region on the water, by kayak, stand-up paddleboard or even houseboat. Local buses and taxis are available, but rideshare companies are fairly limited in these parts.



[image: map]


SIGHTS

1 Corrigans Beach Reserve

2 Guerrilla Bay Lookout

3 Melville Point

4 Mossy Point

5 Observation Point

6 Toragy Point

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 4 Mossy Point Boat Shed

7 Region X

SLEEPING

8 Bay Breeze

9 Clyde River Houseboats

see 1 Isla

EATING

10 Catalina Club

see 1 Crumb Cafe

11 Innes Boatshed

12 JJ’s at The Marina

13 Oyster Shed on Wray

14 Pearly Oyster Bar




[image: ] TOP TIP

The town and roads heave during school holidays, as landlocked Canberrans escape to the South Coast beaches, with Batemans Bay acting as the main thoroughfare. If you can, visit outside the main holidays to explore and drive in peace.



Get Shucked

Exploring the Oyster Coast

Batemans Bay’s clear fresh water supports a world-class oyster industry. Sydney Rock oysters, Pacific oysters and the rare Angasi flat oysters are all grown here, so oyster-hop your way around the bay on a food crawl. Start at the Oyster Shed, a rustic shack on the banks of the Clyde River, to enjoy freshly shucked oysters. Then cross the new bridge for the Pearly Oyster Bar to try its farm-fresh oysters, before ending at the Innes Boatshed. This casual family-run place in the heart of town has been serving fresh seafood for three generations. Region X runs daily two-hour oyster-tasting-by-kayak tours along the Clyde River. Paddle gently between oyster farms, chat with 4th-generation oyster farmers and learn the best shucking technique.



Trailing Off

Paddle, cycle or walk the trails

The Batemans Bay Snorkelling Trail takes in three fantastic snorkelling spots at Maloneys Beach, Sunshine Cove and Guerilla Bay, where you can spot schools of fish, lobsters and abalone on the rocky reefs. The Batemans Bay Cycleway is a flat, family-friendly 9km path that hugs the coast from Batehaven to the wetlands. Corrigans Beach Reserve at Batehaven has a wheelchair-friendly boardwalk to the shore. Stroll along the Cullendulla Boardwalk before heading back.

Hire a kayak by the hour from Region X at the Mossy Point Boat Shed and paddle along the sheltered estuary on the Tomaga River.
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BEST VIEWPOINTS NEAR BATEMANS BAY

Observation Point, Batehaven

The paths between the three lookouts have 180-degree views stretching out to Snapper Island.

Melville Point, Tomakin

Long sandy beaches, inlets and tiny islands create a magical vista; good for whale watching.

Guerrilla Bay Lookout

Check out the coastline and see the family of seals frolicking in the water below.

Mossy Point, Broulee

At the bend of the Tomaga River, this calm area is also a great place to kayak.

Toragy Point, Moruya Heads

On a still day, a great spot for a BBQ or a picnic. Also a good place to spot migrating whales.



Eating & Drinking in Batemans Bay: Our Picks

Innes Boatshed: Beloved fish and chip shop, with fresh oysters and seafood. Grab takeaway and watch for stingrays and pelicans. 9am-7.30pm $

JJ’s at The Marina: Follow the sculpture walk from town to this spacious seafood restaurant with floor-to-ceiling windows. Tue-Sun, hours vary $$

Catalina Club: Enjoy a seafood platter or pizza as you watch the kangaroos hop across the golf course. 11.30am-2.30pm & 5-8.15pm, Mon-Sun $$

Crumb Cafe: Open early for breakfasts through to lunch. Try its huge bacon and egg rolls and good coffee. 5am-2pm Fri-Wed $




Beyond Batemans Bay
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Inland, along the coast or offshore, this region is ripe with natural beauty, spectacular views and plenty of wildlife.


This natural playground known as Eurobodalla stretches from South Durras to Tilba Tilba in the south. Eurobodalla, part of Yuin country, takes its name from an Aboriginal word meaning ‘land between waters’. While the craggy coastlines and secluded bays are something special, the inland towns rich in history and produce are unique to this area. This region has been prone to devastating bushfires, the evidence of which is still visible in the national parks, where gums are shedding their blackened bark.

Embark on your very own Aussie safari, with wildlife-spotting opportunities everywhere you go. From surfing kangaroos to playful seals, keep your eyes peeled and your camera handy.

Places

Mollymook & Ulladulla

Bodalla

Narooma


GETTING AROUND

You will need a car to explore these parts, as there are limited public transport options. Boat tours must be booked to visit Barunguba Montague Island. Your best chance of spotting wildlife is at dawn and dusk, so drive carefully along winding national park roads.



Mollymook & Ulladulla Time from Batemans Bay: 45 MINS [image: img]

Walking the bay

North of Batemans Bay are the twin towns of Ulladulla and Mollymook. Stroll around Mollymook’s sparkling bay, an easy 4km return walk, then recharge with a coffee at Mollymook Beach Hut. Seafood lovers should pay a visit to the famed Rick Stein restaurant, perched at the headland.
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Ulladulla | WILLOWTREEHOUSE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Visit Ulladulla’s harbour

Ulladulla, meaning ‘safe harbour’ in the local Yuin language, does in fact have a tiny harbour at its centre. From here you can explore the town centre, eat fish and chips from the popular Fishermans Co-Op on the wharf, swim laps in the sea pool or hunt for the fossils in the rocks on the easy 500m Gondwana Coast Fossil Walk. Head to the Shoalhaven Visitor Centre to book an interactive volunteer-led tour; times vary.

Summit hike in Morton National Park

Summit Pigeon House Mountain (Didthul), the most striking feature in Morton National Park, on this steep 5km return walk through forest, sandstone and a series of ladders to the peak. There’s parking and toilets at the trailhead at Yadboro Rd. Allow three to four hours in total, with a decent break at the top to take in the stunning views over the mountain ranges.

Bodalla Time from Batemans Bay: 45 MINS [image: img]

Say cheese

You can’t miss the Bodalla Dairy Shed on the drive into town. This micro-dairy hand-bottles milk, makes incredibly thick, creamy milkshakes, ice cream and bush-tucker cheese varieties like saltbush. Out the back, free-range chickens, goats and poddy calf bottle-feeding at 10am and 4pm daily will keep the kids happy.

Narooma Time from Batemans Bay: 1 HR [image: img]

Ancient geological formations

A series of sweeping bends wrap Narooma in a sea of clear blue water. It really comes alive in May for the Narooma Oyster Festival, a long weekend of oyster tastings, cooking demonstrations and live music; tickets must be booked in advance.

Narooma is also home to a range of ancient geological sights, around 440 to 510 million years old. Glasshouse Rocks at the southern end of Narooma Beach is a photographer’s dream, thanks to the unique chevron-patterned rocks and pillow lava dotting the beach. Best time to visit is at low tide when the path around the headland is accessible. The walk isn’t signposted, so set off from the surf beach car park along the dirt track around the headland.
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BEST PLACES TO SPOT WILDLIFE

Murramarang National Park

This national park is full of kangaroos. Spot them on Merry Beach, Pebbly Beach and Pretty Beach.

Boat Harbour Beach, Bendalong

A small beach full of friendly stingrays who glide around the shallow bay at the southern end.

Seal Rocks, Narooma

A colony of playful fur seals has taken up residence on the rocks of this sea wall.

Batemans Bay

During the day, you’ll see pelicans perched on top of pylons along the river’s edge.

Bendeela Recreation Area

Plenty of wombats wander around this camping ground at dusk.



Eating & Drinking in Ulladulla & Mollymook: Our Picks

Ruse, Ulladulla: Brunch by day, cocktails and Mexican fare by night, views over the boat harbour all day long. 7am-2pm & 5-10pm Fri & Sat $$

Pilgrims Cafe, Milton: Delicious meals since the 1980s at this vegetarian restaurant in nearby Milton. 9am-5pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Cupitt’s Estate, Ulladulla: This award-winning winery has all bases covered – fromagerie, brewery, restaurant, cellar door. Hours vary $$$

Rick Stein at Bannisters, Mollymook: Celebrity chef’s gourmet seafood restaurant. 6-9.30pm daily & 12.30-4pm Sat & Sun $$$

Island wildlife encounters

The small Barunguba Montague Island, 9km offshore from Narooma, was a significant ceremonial and gathering site for the Yuin people for thousands of years. Seals, little penguins and hundreds of birds inhabit the island, and visits are only possible on a guided tour. Plenty of operators leave from Narooma, offering morning or afternoon tours (weather permitting) that include a visit to the island’s lighthouse, a walk around its perimeter, and optional swimming with seals in summer and whale watching in season (May to early November).


BEST PLACES TO LEARN TO SURF

North Broulee Beach

The best place to learn to surf on the East Coast; book a lesson with Broulee Surf School.

Tomakin Beach

A soft, sandy bottom in a sheltered location, just up the road from North Broulee.

Shelly Beach, Moruya Heads

If everywhere else is too big, you can catch a small wave here.

Bar Beach North, Narooma

This stretch of sand is exposed, but when the waves are small it’s great for learners.

Cookies Beach, Durras

This sheltered beach is protected from big swells and has minimal rips.



Fresh Seafood Beyond Batemans Bay: Our Picks

Tuross Boatshed & Cafe Watch the fishers at Tuross Lake while you enjoy fresh seafood or coffee. 8am-4pm Sun-Thu, to 7pm Fri & Sat $

Oyster Farmer’s Daughter An oyster farmer’s daughter has set up a seafood cafe on the Wagonga inlet selling Dad’s oysters. 11.30am-4pm Fri-Tue $

Quarterdeck, Narooma After a tiki-style revamp, this local fave is back. Fresh seafood alongside killer cocktails. Wed-Sun, hours vary $$

River, Moruya Award-winning restaurant that celebrates local produce; 5-course tasting menu. noon-1.30pm Wed-Sun & 6-8pm Thu-Sat $$$




Merimbula & Pambula

BEACH | FAMILY FUN | WETLANDS
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Merimbula is the jewel in the Sapphire Coast, a region that abounds in sparkling coastlines and lakes. Pambula, its inland neighbour a few kilometres south in the valley of the Pambula River, is a quirky town with a thriving creative hub. They are intrinsically linked by one sandy white shoreline, so they’re often referred to as a pair.

The region was a hub for Yuin people who gathered and met along the saltwater coast. After European settlement, industries around gold, timber, agriculture and whaling all contributed to the growth of Merimbula.

With so much of life based around the water, you’d be right in thinking that summer is the best time to visit. Getting out on the water, whether it be on a boat, kayak, stand-up paddleboard, or a surfboard is the best way to immerse yourself in the beauty of this region. Or just going for a swim.


GETTING AROUND

Merimbula is almost halfway along the coast from Sydney and Melbourne along the Princes Hwy. There are also bus connections to Sydney, Canberra and Bairnsdale in Victoria. The town is easily explored on foot, so leave your car at the hotel and hit the trails. For those with a boat, there are numerous boat ramps, and Mitchies Jetty is a great launch site for SUPs and kayaks – just stay away from the oyster beds. Local bus 892 connects Merimbula and Pambula townships a couple of times a day, and a 10km cyclepath connects the beaches.
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SIGHTS

1 Oaklands Barn

2 Panboola

3 Potoroo Palace

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Mitchies Jetty

SLEEPING

5 Hillcrest Merimbula

6 NRMA Merimbula Beach Holiday Resort

EATING

7 Fishpen Takeaway

8 Merimbula Wharf

9 Valentina

10 Wheelers




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you have kids in tow, Merimbula is a great base. With amusement parks, wildlife sanctuaries, an aquarium and more, you’ll never hear “I’m bored”.



Outdoor Fun in Fishpen

Merimbula’s happy place

Fishpen is a narrow peninsula that pokes into Merimbula’s bay. It’s the perfect spot for a morning stroll; keep an eye out for pelicans paddling past. On the point, picturesque Mitchies Jetty is a great family-friendly swimming spot and serves coffee and snacks in the morning. Right behind it, the breaking waves on Main Beach are also suitable for inexperienced surfers. You can rent a SUP or kayak from the shack, or join a fishing charter in the pristine estuaries, where flathead, bream and mulloway are biting.

Exploring Panboola Wetlands

Community-led conservation

This 82-hectare wetland is a special example of community-led conservation. A group of passionate volunteers rehabilitated the old racetrack area as a wetland for birds and indigenous flora and fauna. A series of walking and cycling trails guide you through the billabongs, salt marsh and mangroves, past picnic tables and lookouts. The 3.4km loop is best for native bird-watching.

Feathered & Furry Friends

For the animal lovers

The Potoroo Palace is a not-for-profit animal sanctuary that rehabilitates native animals – emus, koalas, kangaroos, potoroos, dingoes and wombats. Keeper talks are at 11am and 2pm daily, and you can handfeed the roos. Pat the farm animals at Oaklands Barn in the south of Pambula, which is also home to a fantastic craft brewery, small local artists’ gallery and a garden centre.


A WHALE OF A TIME

Humpback whales and southern right whales are the two main species you’ll see among the 35,000 or so whales migrating along the Humpback Highway between mid-May and early November. But you might see the smaller minke, orcas, or the famous white humpback – Migaloo. One of the few albino whales in the world, he was first spotted in 1991 and keen whale-watchers have spotted him regularly during the annual migration ever since.

If you’re keen to get up close with whales, join a whale-watching tour to see these playful giants breaching. Operators are found in most towns lining the South Coast.



Eating & drinking in Merimbula: Our Picks

Fishpen Takeaway: In the Fishpen peninsula, this popular takeaway joint has delicious fish and chips and big burgers. 11am-7.30pm $

Merimbula Wharf: Dine on the deck, then visit the downstairs aquarium featuring sharks, rays, starfish and seahorses. Wed-Sun, hours vary $$

Wheelers: Seafood lovers won’t be disappointed by the enormous platter; it’s located between Merimbula and Pambula. noon-2pm & 5.45-8pm Wed-Mon $$

Valentina: Chic seafood restaurant with stunning views and sophisticated meals. 5-11pm Tue-Thu, noon-11pm Sat, to 3pm Sun $$$




Beyond Merimbula & Pambula
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As you get further from the major cities, the traffic quietens down and the beaches seem roomier.


This final stretch of the South Coast reaches all the way to the Victorian border. While summer days invite you to take a dip on the quiet beaches, that’s not to say winter isn’t worth a visit. Humpback whales cruise up the coast to breed in May, then return in September to early November with their playful young. These ocean giants are intrinsically linked to the area and their visits have always played an important role in life here – for the coastal First Nations people, the European whalers, and now the tourist operators who run whale-watching tours. The numerous viewing platforms lining the coast offer the best vistas, whale season or not.
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Humpback whale near Merimbula | MARI_MAY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Places

Central Tilba

Bermagui

Tathra

Bega

Eden


GETTING AROUND

You will need a car to explore these more remote parts of the South Coast. Eden can get very busy when cruise ships dock at the deep harbour, but other than that it’s pretty sleepy. The region is prone to bushfires in summer, so always stay alert and check the Hazards Near Me NSW app or listen to local ABC Radio.




Central Tilba Time from Merimbula: 65 MINS [image: img]

A welcoming village

Central Tilba and its smaller sister Tilba Tilba are idyllic detours if you want a change of scenery. Looming above Tilba, Gulaga Mountain is known as a sacred teaching place and a birthing place for the Yuin people.

Step back in time in Central Tilba, the larger of the two villages, with antique shops, cafes, galleries and boutiques lining the colourful main street. The Dromedary Hotel is a great spot for a beer on the verandah, and Tilba Dairy is the place to stock up on locally made cheese and produce.
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Bermagui Time from Merimbula: 1 HR [image: img]

Swimming and seafood

Bermagui’s 50m-long ocean rock pool, known as the Blue Pool, sits at the base of a dramatic rocky cliff. It was built in the 1930s as a training ground for competitive swimming. Waves wash over it all day long, as swimmers cut laps, and snorkellers search for sea critters clinging to its slippery walls. Enjoy stunning views and whale spotting from the clifftop viewpoint. When you’ve worked up an appetite, head to the Fishermen’s Wharf to get the freshest seafood, straight from boat to plate.


THE LOCAL MUSIC SCENE

Many of Australia’s most popular musicians hail from NSW, from rockers AC/DC to children’s entertainers The Wiggles. The live-performance scene is alive and kicking, with many pubs all along the coast hosting live-music gigs on weekends. It’s a great way to check out some up-and-coming local artists.

While you’re on the road, hit ‘play’ on some of these formidable Aussie artists who all hail from the NSW South Coast: The Rubens and Tyne-James Organ play catchy soulful rock tunes that you’ll want to turn up; Hockey Dad and The Terrys pump out Aussie surf-rock tunes; and Satin Cali and The Vanns are fresh names in indie rock.



Eating & drinking beyond Merimbula: Our Picks

Honorbread Artisan bakery in Bermagui that makes delicious croissants, sourdough bread and great coffee. 7am-5pm Mon-Sat $

Wild Orchid Cafe Chill on the beanbags and enjoy a coffee or a healthy brunch at this friendly cafe opposite the beach in Tathra. 7am-3pm $$

Tathra Hotel Perched on the headland, this bright pub has a lunch/dinner menu that caters for the gluten-free, vegetarians and kids. 7am-8pm $$

Mimosa Wines Bermagui’s gastronomic experience; 3-course lunch and 6-course dinner menu. noon-2.30pm Thu-Sun & 6-10pm Fri & Sat $$$

Tathra Time from Merimbula: 25 MINS [image: img]

A historic wharf

Take the scenic route from Bermagui through winding forest, red-tinged eucalyptus trees recovering from fires, and narrow wooden bridges until you reach the golden bay of Tathra. Pay a visit to heritage-listed Tathra Wharf, one of the last remaining deep-sea timber wharves in NSW that has recently undergone a massive restoration to ensure it remains a popular fishing spot for decades to come.

Bega Time from Merimbula: 25 MINS [image: img]

Cheese and art

Head to this quaint inland country town to pay a visit to the factory that put Bega in every fridge in Australia: Bega Cheese Heritage Centre. Check out the heritage cheesemaking equipment in the small free museum upstairs, or try the famous vintage cheddar in the cafe downstairs.

At the other end of the spectrum, the SECCA art gallery is the only contemporary arts centre in southeast NSW. Allow an hour to explore its collection of First Nations artworks, contemporary portraiture and landscape, or touring art exhibits.

Eden Time from Merimbula: 25 MINS [image: img]

Tour the Killer Whale Trail

The Killer Whale Trail is a self-guided day tour with five stops that immerse you in the stories of Eden’s whaling history. Start at the Killer Whale Museum and learn about Old Tom, the orca who helped whalers capture large humpbacks. A siren rings out from the museum when whales are sighted. Then head to the vantage point at Rotary Park, a great whale-watching location, before continuing on to Boydtown and Seahorse Inn. This was where entrepreneur Benjamin Boyd built his empire, and you can stop for a bite to eat here. Next up is Davidson Whaling Station, the homestead where whale carcasses were winched and the blubber processed for more than three generations. The last stop is Boyd’s Tower, a key lookout point for whalers who cried out ‘Rusho!’ when water blows were spotted.


BEST SWIMMING SPOTS

Aslings Beach Rock Pool

Stunning rock pool built into the pink-hued cliff at the southern end of Aslings Beach, a short walk across the sand.

Nullica River

Head to the mouth of the Nullica River at low tide to watch swarms of soldier crabs scuttle across the sand.

Cocora Beach

This calm, family-friendly beach in the bay has a playground, BBQs and toilets.

Severs Beach

Find this hidden beauty on the stunning Pambula River after a 10-minute walk from the car park.

Bittangabee Bay

Cove in Beowa National Park with turquoise waters that’s great for kayaking and paddleboarding.



Where to Eat & Drink in Bega & Tilba

Osteria Da Franco, Bega: Stop by for a taste of delicious croissants and cannoli and rich Italian coffee. 6am-4pm Mon-Fri, 8am-1pm Sat $

Bega Cheese Heritage Centre: If you need a calcium boost, try locally made cheese platters or grilled cheese sandwiches. 9am-5pm $$

Dromedary Hotel: Pull up a stool at this cracking country pub with great pub meals, cold beer and its own Tilba brews and gin. 11am-late $

Tilba Teapot Cafe With hearty breakfasts and fresh lunches, this cute cottage on Tilba’s main street is a popular choice. 9am-2pm Thu-Mon $

Light to Light Walk

This is one of the most popular coastal walks in NSW, thanks to its remoteness, coastal connection and cultural heritage. Stretching for 32km one way in Beowa National Park (formerly Ben Boyd National Park), the path takes you through eucalyptus and melaleuca forest and coastal heathlands. Either park a car at each end, or plan an out-and-back walk. Start at Boyd’s Tower in the north, and stop overnight in the camping ground at Saltwater Creek or Bittangabee Bay. The next day, continue on to Green Cape Lightstation, built in 1883, in the south. Overnight in the simple bunkhouse before you return.
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Beowa National Park | ALF MANCIAGLI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Gravity biking

A new gravity-fed mountain bike park, Gravity Eden opened in 2023 in Nullica State Forest. It features 56km of machine-built MTB tracks, with 300m elevation, divided into beginner, intermediate and advanced zones. BYO bike, or hire one from Creative Lines in town.


EDEN & THE WHALES

Whale oil was once a valuable commodity, but the discovery of substitutes, such as kerosene and vegetable oil, saw an end to whaling in Australia. The last whale was taken in Twofold Bay in 1926. After that, fishing – notably a tuna cannery – took over in Eden. At the height of the industry, 40 boats were fishing in the rich waters off the coast, but overseas competition forced the cannery to close its doors in 1999.

Today, the town’s incredibly deep natural harbour makes it a popular destination for large cruise ships, and whales still play a central role in Eden, with a number of whale-watching operators departing from the wharf in Snug Cove.



Eating & Drinking in Eden: Our Picks

Sprout This cafe uses only seasonal, local produce in the healthy menu that caters for gluten-free, vegan and vegetarian meals. 8am-2pm Mon-Sat $

Seahorse Inn: At this historic homestead, you can enjoy excellent food and drink overlooking Twofold Bay. noon-2pm & 6-8pm $$

Great Southern Inn This laid-back pub on the main street has classic pub meals and great bay views from the balcony. 10am-midnight, to 10pm Sun $$

Fig Cafe & Bar A fresh cafe open daily and late on Fridays, dishing up Mexican food and margaritas. Hours vary $$




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Southern Highlands

Motel Melrose, Mittagong $ These simple rooms in a cosy retro motel are walking distance to everything Mittagong has to offer.

Berrima Bakehouse Motel $$ With a Scandi palette, these bright roadside motel rooms by the river are the perfect place to unwind in Berrima.

Mittagong Hotel $$ Beautifully presented, sleek rooms make for a comfortable stay above the pub on Mittagong’s main drag.

Berida Hotel, Bowral $$$ Recently restored, elegant 1920s boutique hotel with a restaurant, a gin bar and a day spa on site.

Wollongong

Hotel Totto $$ Wollongong’s newest escape right in the town centre offers casual-cool minimalist rooms, comfy beds, parking and a Mediterranean bar and restaurant.

SAGE Hotel $$ Centrally located rooms with beach views, balconies, an activities room for kids, Friday night movies and the pool bar.

Kiama

Lodge Jamberoo $$$ Just outside Kiama, this rainforest hideaway on the river is perfect for families. Pool, playground, spa, sauna, gym, tennis court and even a chapel!

Sebel Harbourside $$$ A short walk from the blowhole, this hotel has luxury suites and apartments in the historic bluestone schoolhouse, and bar and bistro Yves.

Jervis Bay

Holiday Haven Huskisson Beach $$ Camping ground metres from the beach, with a safe bike path to town and well-maintained cabins and shady sites.

Jervis Bay Motel $$ A stunning location in Huskisson with beach views from the balcony. Spacious, clean, modern rooms with kitchenettes are great value.

Batemans Bay

Bay Breeze $$ With a chic nautical design and all the amenities, this is a lovely boutique motel within walking distance to town.

Isla $$ This cleverly renovated retro roadside motel stands out for its trendy decor, fun vending machines and a poolside clubhouse.

Clyde River Houseboats $$$ Chug along the Clyde River on your very own houseboat, as you fish for the night’s dinner. A truly unique holiday.

Mollymook

Mollymook Motel $$ A renovated retro motel at the top of the hill, with on-site parking; the rooms have kitchen facilities and a private balcony.

Bannisters by the Sea $$$ Coastal luxury at this famous hotel. Enjoy panoramic views from the infinity pool, dine at Rick Stein’s, or unwind in a private spa.

Merimbula

NRMA Merimbula Beach Holiday Resort $ A dog-friendly caravan park with camp sites, cabins and spa villas, a huge pool, a playground, a kids’ club and e-bike rental.

Hillcrest Merimbula $$ The best views in town from a private balcony, a pool, a tennis court, retro ’70s decor, heavenly body products and fresh croissants for breakfast.

Bermagui

Bermagui Beach Hotel $$ Lovely decor, spacious rooms, local croissants and muesli for breakfast, and next to the pub. Ocean-view rooms are worth the upgrade.

Harbourview $$ Opposite the harbour, this hotel has large three-bed rooms with courtyards or balconies, BBQs and laundry facilities.

Eden

Coast Motel Eden $$ Fresh, colourful rooms in central Eden; this is a great-value option.

Hotel Australasia $$ This grand dame in Eden reopened in 2022 after a massive renovation. The eight stunning rooms exude charm and history.






Canberra & Country New South Wales
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CITIES, COOL-CLIMATE WINES AND COLOURFUL COUNTRYSIDE


Canberra has the culture, and NSW has the countryside. Stop for painted silos, cellar doors, historic villages, outback mining towns and pies from a country bakery.
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While almost 90% of Australians live within 50km of the coastline, its inland regions tell a different story. Out here, necessity is the mother of invention, from the Snowy Hydro Scheme that redirected melting snow to drought-plagued farms in the 1940s to the Rev John Flynn’s pioneering Royal Flying Doctor Service, which connects rural communities to urgent medical care. Today, the Silo Art Trails provide an artistic boost to tiny outback towns once at risk of decline.

Explore the pomp and sophistication of Canberra. The nation’s capital is packed full of galleries, monuments and museums that trace the country’s remarkable growth, alongside trendy restaurants, breweries and cool-climate wine regions.

Country NSW encompasses Australia’s highest peak, its flattest plains, and the underground tunnels of the quirky mining towns Lightning Ridge and Broken Hill. The region’s fertile agricultural fields and farms produce the majority of Australia’s citrus, rice and poultry, and the endless rows of vines ensure you’re never far from a good drop.

Country folk know how to party, and you can join them at festivals such as Deniliquin’s Ute Muster in October, the Tamworth Country Music Festival in January and the Balloon Spectacular in Canberra in March.

Long before European settlement, this region was home to First Nations peoples for thousands of years, and their history and connection can be seen in the unique place names, artwork and culture trails.
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Thredbo | JUANCSANCHEZHERRERA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CANBERRA

Politics, Australian history and landmarks.

SNOWY MOUNTAINS

Winter playground with summertime hiking and biking.

WAGGA WAGGA

The heart of NSW’s agricultural region.

ORANGE

Colourful regional town and historic villages.

NEW ENGLAND

Leafy countryside and country music capital.

BROKEN HILL & SILVERTON

Mining towns in the remote outback.





Find Your Way


New South Wales is bigger than you think. It takes 10 hours to drive from the southern border to the north. Outside of Canberra, it consists of regional country towns, villages and plenty of space in between.
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Plan Your Days


Plan your stops to ensure you don’t spend too long behind the wheel. Highway driving is smooth and fast, but don’t rush – this region has so much to see.
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If You Do Only One Thing

• Forget what you’ve heard about Canberra: it is not boring, and it would be remiss to skip the nation’s capital. Get a dose of art and culture at one of the many free national museums, such as the National Gallery of Australia or the National Capital Exhibition, before wandering through the halls of Parliament House.

• Cruise the waters of Lake Burley Griffin and walk its perimeter. When your stomach starts to rumble, head to trendy restaurants and pubs such as BentSpoke in Braddon. If you have an extra day, visit Murrumbateman and sip some cool-climate wines.




Long Weekend

• Get back to nature with a long weekend in the country. Orange is a 3½-hour drive from Canberra. Arrive on a Friday and head straight to boutique hotel Oriana to get your mind into holiday mode.

• The next day, visit cellar doors Shaw or Colmar or explore the surrounding towns and villages such as Carcoar and Millthorpe. When the sun goes down, enjoy a memorable dinner under twinkling lights at Union Bank before hitting the hay.

• A lazy Sunday involves coffee and brunch at Byng Street Local Store and a wander through Jumbled before moving onwards.




Week-Long Road Trip

• A week gives you time to see some of everything. Explore the Riverina hubs of Albury and Wagga Wagga before heading to Canberra.

• Once you’ve had your fill of culture, head north, stopping to enjoy wineries in Orange and the zoo in Dubbo.

• It’s just a hop, skip and boot scoot to Tamworth, or tackle the long drive north to the opal mines of Lightning Ridge via Coonabarabran for a night of stargazing.

• Follow the Silo Art Trail to get off the highway and explore towering art in tiny outback towns.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

This region has distinct seasons. Snow falls in the Snowies from June to September, which is also the best time to head outback. Visit Canberra in spring or autumn.

JANUARY

Toe-tapping Tamworth comes alive over 10 rollicking days at the Tamworth Country Music Festival.
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MARCH

The Canberra Balloon Spectacular is a sight to behold, as hot-air balloons brighten up the city.
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APRIL

The tree-lined streets in Orange and its surrounds are a picturesque kaleidoscope of autumn colours.
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JULY

The best snow is usually in July and August at Thredbo and Perisher ski resorts.
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AUGUST

The Riverina becomes a gold heartland as the canola crops paint the fields in bright yellow.
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SEPTEMBER

The tulips are in bloom for the country’s biggest spring festival: Floriade in Canberra.

[image: jpg]

JACQUI MARTIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

OCTOBER

Car lovers converge on Bathurst for the annual Bathurst 1000 supercar race at Mt Panorama.
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Canberra

MODERN HISTORY | ART | POLITICS
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Canberra has come a long way since it was derided by city folk as nothing more than a sheep paddock when it was named. As the butt of many jokes over the years, Canberrans have learned not to take themselves too seriously, and they’re pretty proud of how far their sheep paddock has come.

This purposefully designed city in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) now leads the way when it comes to food, culture, accessibility and inclusivity. It’s the seat of Australian democracy, meaning you’ll likely rub shoulders with suited-and-booted politicians on your morning coffee run before seeing them in action at Parliament House.

The capital has many world-class museums and galleries, so it’s not somewhere you can visit in a hurry. Plan to spend at least a few days to get a taste of the country’s history, culture and cuisine. If you linger longer, you may even get used to its 800-plus roundabouts.


GETTING AROUND

Canberra is an easy drive along the Hume Hwy from Sydney or Melbourne. Canberra Airport connects to major cities in Australia. Trains and Greyhound and Murray buses connect Canberra to Sydney and the South Coast. In the city, buses are your best transport option, although light rail runs along Northbourne Ave. Parking is expensive in the centre of town and at galleries, but many car parks offer free parking on weekends. Canberra is a bike-friendly city, and the city centre is walkable, although distances are further than they might appear on a map.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Australian War Memorial

2 Museum of Australian Democracy

3 National Museum of Australia

4 Parliament House

5 Questacon

SIGHTS

6 Australian of the Year Walk

7 Black Mountain

8 Blundell’s Cottage

9 Captain Cook Memorial Water Jet

10 Commonwealth Park

11 International Flag Display

12 Kings Park

13 Lake Burley Griffin

14 Manuka Oval

15 Mt Ainslie

16 National Capital Exhibition

17 National Carillon

18 National Gallery of Australia

19 National Library of Australia

20 National Portrait Gallery

21 RG Menzies Walk

22 Rond Terrace

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

23 Balloon Aloft

24 GoBoat

25 Lake Burley Griffin Cruises

26 Mt Ainslie Summit Walk

27 Paddle Hub

28 SUP CBR

EATING

29 Bookplate

30 Dock

31 Verity Lane Market

see 16 Walter Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

32 Bar Rochford

33 BentSpoke Brewing Co

34 Cube

35 Eighty/Twenty Food

36 Hippo Co

37 Hopscotch

38 Lava Coffee

39 Lonsdale Street 7 Roasters

40 Molly

ENTERTAINMENT

41 Canberra Balloon Spectacular

42 Floriade

SHOPPING

43 Haig Park Market

44 Little Burley Market

45 Old Bus Depot Markets

46 Pop Canberra

INFORMATION

47 Canberra & Region Visitors Centre
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Most of the national museums and attractions offer free tours daily. These tours give great insights into the history and stories that you might otherwise miss.



Cultural Icons

Explore national galleries and museums

Canberra is home to 12 free national cultural attractions, museums and galleries, open seven days a week. Four big hitters are nestled on King George Tce, so you can get your fill of culture in one day.

The National Gallery of Australia is spread over two floors with soaring ceilings. It houses sculptures, installations, paintings and photography by Australian and international artists, including Francis Bacon, Sidney Nolan, Mark Rothko and Jackson Pollock. (Pollock’s piece Blue Poles was a source of public derision when acquired in 1973.) Allow a couple of hours inside and then head out to the sculpture garden filled with monolithic abstract and realist works among native vegetation.

Directly across the road, the National Portrait Gallery is home to 100-plus striking portraits of famous Australians and international celebrities. Spend some time spotting familiar faces.


Next door, the National Library of Australia has a copy of every book published in the country. Join a free 30-minute guided tour into this treasure trove of rare books at 11am to see priceless works, such as Captain Cook’s Endeavour journal.

Rounding out this cultural corner is Questacon. This spiralling science centre keeps kids of all ages entertained for hours, with hands-on exhibits, science experiments, a toddler play area, sideshow games and a two-storey free-fall drop in the popular Excite@Q zone.
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Canberra’s Story

Learn about the making of a city

If you’re a history buff, stop at the National Capital Exhibition next to the Canberra and Region Visitors Centre. This interactive space tells the story of how and why a sheep paddock was turned into the nation’s capital. It also covers how husband-and-wife team Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahony Griffin came up with the axis design for the city without ever having visited and well before the internet could help with virtual exploration.

Walk Through Australian History

The people and events that shaped Australia

The National Museum of Australia occupies a prime position on a promontory on the lake’s northwestern edge and showcases First Nations history, natural habitats, social history, whaling and the Great Barrier Reef. It’s worth joining a First Australians guided tour at 3pm to get a better understanding of Indigenous people, their culture and the stories behind some of the museum’s pieces. The Tim and Gina Fairfax Discovery Centre is a dedicated kids’ soft-play space for families. End your visit with a wander through the Garden of Australian Dreams, rich with symbolism and icons of Australian suburbia.

Tickets can be booked in 75-minute time slots daily, and it’s best to reserve online at nma.gov.au in advance.


BEST CANBERRA VIEWPOINTS

National Arboretum

The rolling hills and landscaped terraces make for stunning views. Head up early to see kangaroos and hot-air balloons.

Mt Ainslie

The viewpoint at Mt Ainslie is the place to watch the sunset and see the city’s notable symmetrical design.

Parliament House Rooftop

Don’t miss the views from the top of Parliament House and marvel at the huge flag flying above.

Black Mountain

Home to Telstra Tower (currently closed for renovations), but you can still get great views from Black Mountain lookout.

Hot-air balloon

Enjoy a vantage point few get to see, soaring 1000m above Canberra.



Eating in Canberra: Our Picks

Verity Lane Market: This upmarket food court has everything from pizza to ramen to enjoy at indoor or outdoor seats. noon-2pm & 5-10pm Tue-Sat $

Dock: Overlooking the Kingston waterfront, this friendly sports pub serves up large meals. 11.30am-10.30pm or later Wed-Sun, from 4.30pm Tue $

Walter Cafe: Next door to the Canberra and Region Visitors Centre, Walter is the perfect spot to plan your itinerary, with views over the lake. 8am-4pm $$

Brodburger: Originally a food truck, this burger joint now has three permanent sites, including one next door to Capital Brewery. 11.30am-8pm or later $

Honouring the Anzacs 

Sacrifice and service at the Australian War Memorial

Learn stories of service, sacrifice and military history at the Australian War Memorial. The wheelchair-accessible site houses a collection of war memorabilia from WWI and WWII, as well as a Hall of Valour to honour the most decorated war heroes. Pick up a poppy for a $1 or $2 donation and add it to the Roll of Honour wall, a record of members of the Australian armed forces who died during, or as a result of, war service.

If you visit in the afternoon, stick around to witness the Last Post ceremony at 4.45pm each day. At the poignant ceremony, a veteran from the Roll of Honour is chosen to be honoured, and their story is told. Tickets are free, but you need to book a time slot online at awm.gov.au. The site is being renovated and expanded, with a new parade ground expected to be finished in early 2024.

After the war memorial, continue your visit along Anzac Pde, which stretches from the memorial down to the lake. Follow the 2.5km loop down one side and up the other to see all 13 memorials commemorating special forces, peacekeeping missions and important battles.


WHY I LOVE CANBERRA
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Kat Barber, Lonely Planet writer

Even as the nation’s capital with an important job to uphold, Canberra doesn’t take itself too seriously. For a long time, it was seen as boring and stuffy – you can even buy a ‘Canberra thinks you’re boring too’ tea towel in Braddon. But things are changing. Trendy cafes and incredible chefs are doing exciting things in the food scene, wineries are producing great bottles, and it’s time to say that Canberra is cool.

Ever since my visit for a school excursion in grade 7, I’ve felt an air of reverence here. Whether it’s the rush of power in Parliament House, the thrill of seeing money being printed at the Mint or the touching Last Post ceremony at the Australian War Memorial, these feelings stay with you.



Drinking Coffee in Canberra

Lonsdale Street 7 Roasters: This go-to spot for a morning brew roasts its own beans. 6.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

Eighty/Twenty Food: Enjoy great coffee, hot chocolates, matcha and turmeric lattes, and juices alongside an extensive breakfast menu. 6am-3pm

Lava Coffee: With a couple of sites around Canberra, this is a reliable option in Kingston for good coffee and breakfast. from 7am, hours vary

Bookplate: This charming cafe inside the National Library serves great coffee with lake views. 8.30am-4pm Mon-Fri, 9am-4.30pm Sat & Sun

The Heart of Democracy

Explore the chambers of Parliament House

Australia’s Parliament House is one of the most accessible in the world, a conscious decision by architect Romaldo Giurgola. He wanted the building to be welcoming to the public, and the sweeping lawns that entice kids to roll down them certainly tick that box. Although it’s positioned at the top of Capital Hill, the building itself is nestled into the hill, another nod to the architect’s desire for the building to represent the people, rather than loom over them.

Even if you don’t have a political bone in your body, a visit to Parliament House is still fascinating. Free, short guided tours are offered six times a day, or you can join one of the more in-depth tours for a fee. These tours give a great introduction to the symbolism of the building, its impressive architecture and the collection of artwork.

Notice the clocks? The building has more than 2700. When a green or red light flashes on the clock face, all members must race into the chambers within four minutes to cast their vote on an important topic. Take the lift up to the rooftop to get a closer look at the gigantic flag. At 12.8m wide, it’s larger than the side of a double-decker bus.

Parliament sits around 20 times a year, usually from Monday to Thursday for one- or two-week blocks. When Parliament is sitting, you can enter the public gallery in both the House of Representatives and the Senate and watch bills being debated. During Question Time (2pm daily), current issues are hotly debated, and outbursts that make the evening news occur.
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Australia’s Old White House 

Inside a well-preserved political past

Before Parliament moved into the swish building up the hill in 1988, this old white building just a couple hundred metres down the hill was the seat of the nation for 61 years. Old Parliament House is now the Museum of Australian Democracy.

Where Parliament House has style, this place has the atmosphere. The old chambers have been turned into interactive exhibits about media, democracy, referendums and changemakers. Roam through the prime minister’s suite and see the worn-out leather chairs in the decision-making war room of the Cabinet.

Kids can play in the dress-up lounge and the make-your-own magazine space, as well as PlayUP, a huge play area for little ones, with crafts from 10.30am to noon daily. Best of all, it’s free to visit.


CANBERRA’S BEST MARKETS

Haig Park Market

Craft markets take place on Sundays from 8am to 2pm, with live music and kids’ activities.

Old Bus Depot Markets

Spend a lazy Sunday hunting for bargains in this old transport depot in Kingston. Open from 9.30am to 2.30pm.

Little Burley Market

This small Saturday morning lakeside market has food stalls and local crafts and attracts walkers and their pooches.

Hartley Hall Markets

On the first Sunday of the month from 10am to 3pm, the Hall Showgrounds host a large market of homemade wares.

Pop Canberra

This permanent market shop stocks products, souvenirs and crafts from more than 280 local makers.



Drinking in Canberra: Our Picks

Molly: This speakeasy-inspired jazz bar is popular, thanks to its killer cocktails and funky tunes. 4pm-midnight Sun-Wed, to 2am Thu-Sat

Hopscotch: This pub in Braddon with live music and daily specials always draws a crowd to the festoon-lit beer garden. 11am-midnight or later

Hippo Co: Cocktails, live jazz, whisky tasting and sweet views – what more could you want? 5pm-2am Tue-Sat, 3-9pm Sun

Bar Rochford: Head upstairs to this low-key bar for spinning records, great cocktails and sharing plates. 5pm-midnight Mon-Thu & Sat, from noon Fri




Walking Lake Burley Griffin
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The Bridge to Bridge walk is a flat loop around Lake Burley Griffin’s shoreline. Park at the Canberra and Region Visitors Centre and start at the 1 National Capital Exhibition, a free museum detailing how a sheep paddock became the nation’s capital more than 100 years ago. If you’d prefer to cycle than walk, hire a bike here.

Head towards the lake where you’ll see the 2 Captain Cook Memorial Water Jet spouting water 150m into the air between 11am and 2pm. Walk clockwise. On your left is 3 Commonwealth Park, home to a screeching colony of bats, and Floriade, a large spring festival. This section of the lake is known as 4 RG Menzies Walk in honour of former Prime Minister Robert Menzies, who was instrumental in Canberra’s growth in the 1950s.

Cross the red gravel of 5 Rond Terrace, originally designed as military parade grounds at the end of Anzac Pde. 6 Blundell’s Cottage is on the left, an original 1860 workers’ cottage that can be visited on Saturdays. Nip over to Queen Elizabeth II Island, which houses the 7 National Carillon, a towering musical bell tower gifted by the British Empire.

Cross Kings Ave Bridge and continue along the lake. Soon, you’ll see the 8 National Gallery of Australia and its peaceful outdoor sculpture garden. The 9 National Portrait Gallery is next door. 10 Questacon, the national science centre, is also in this block.

Back along the foreshore, test your knowledge at the 11 International Flag Display, which has more than 100 international flags flying. (Hint: they’re in alphabetical order.) Continue past the 12 Australians of the Year Walk. Walk across the Commonwealth Ave Bridge to reach the car park where you started.




Whatever Floats Your Boat

Cruising Lake Burley Griffin

Lake Burley Griffin is Canberra’s glistening centrepiece, covering 664 hectares with 40km of curvaceous shoreline. You can walk or cycle its entire shoreline, or cruise across its still waters.

Lake Burley Griffin Cruises run one-hour guided boat tours around the lake in a restored electric tugboat. Starting your visit here helps you get your bearings. If you prefer to steer your own ship, GoBoat at Kingston Foreshore hires out electric boats. Pack a picnic and set off with the wind in your hair and the freedom to choose your destination. You don’t need a licence, but bookings are required in advance at goboat .com .au/ location/ canberra.

For a more active experience, head out on the lake in a kayak, SUP or pedalboat. Hire a SUP or join a one- to two-hour tour with SUP CBR from September to March. Paddle Hub offers canoe and kayak hire for groups from October to April. Both are based at Yarralumla Beach.

Play Along

Canberra’s favourite sporty spots

Canberra’s streets are perfect for cycling, and Lycra-clad bicycle enthusiasts are often seen whizzing around the city’s extensive network of cyclepaths. Hire a bike at the Canberra and Region Visitors Centre to join them.

Kids love exploring Boundless, Canberra’s first all-abilities playground at Kings Park.

Canberra is also a footy-mad city. The ACT Brumbies play in the national rugby union competition, and the Canberra Raiders compete in rugby league, with both teams playing matches at GIO Stadium Canberra. AFL club GWS Giants often play home matches at Manuka Oval. All codes play in winter and break over summer. Grab tickets online for all matches at premier.ticketek.com.au or at the gate.


HOW CANBERRA CAME TO BE

Australia achieved federation on 1 January 1901, but the question of the location of the new capital almost thwarted efforts to create the new nation.

The rivalry between Sydney and Melbourne was fierce, and New South Wales demanded the capital be within its borders, while Victoria stipulated it had to be at least 100 miles (160km) from Sydney. The search began, and townships throughout NSW submitted proposals highlighting their landscapes and resources.

After a seven-year search, the sheep paddock we know as Canberra was chosen. Its abundant water supply, natural beauty, fertile soil and bracing climate were the main reasons why the judges thought it was the perfect spot chosen for the capital.



Drinking in canberra: Local Beers & Spirits

BentSpoke Brewing Co: Don’t worry; beer happy. This microbrewery in Braddon brews 18 beers and ciders on-site. 11am-11pm

Capital Brewing Co: Beloved local brewery pouring ‘good-natured’ pints from its carbon-neutral brewpub. 11.30am-8pm or later

Big River Distilling Co: Pop in at the weekend to sample gin and spirits or join a guided tour; next to Capital Brewing. 12.30-5.30pm Fri-Sun

Canberra Distillery: Visit this cellar door in Mitchell to sample flavoursome gin, rum, schnapps and vodka. 8.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, 10am-4pm Sat


Up, Up & Away

Hot-air-balloon flights over Canberra

Taking place over two weeks in March as part of the Enlighten Festival, the Canberra Balloon Spectacular fills the dawn sky with colour. Up to 50 hot-air balloons take off from the National Library, with characters and patterned balloons creating an unmissable sight. Book early to get a spot in a basket at balloonaloftcanberra.com.au or head up to the National Arboretum for the best views. The festival also includes illuminations, a short film fest, Canberra Day celebrations in Commonwealth Park and Pride weekend.

You can enjoy a sunrise balloon flight over Canberra year-round (weather depending) with Balloon Aloft. The one-hour flights offer a bird’s-eye view of Canberra’s architecture as they glide gently above treetops and lakes. The tour ends with a champagne toast and an optional buffet breakfast.

[image: jpg]

Canberra Balloon Spectacular | GENUS PHOTOG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Spring Has Sprung

Floriade blooms

Floriade, Australia’s biggest free spring festival, draws crowds of garden lovers to its annual festival in Commonwealth Park from mid-September to mid-October. Tiptoe through intricate tulip displays, shop at markets and take part in workshops. The ticketed illuminated after-dark sessions run over four nights, and live music and performances in the Spiegeltent create a party atmosphere. Get tickets at floriadeaustralia.com.


BEST WALKS IN CANBERRA

Booroomba Rocks at Namadgi National Park

This 10.5km return hike takes in panoramic views over the Brindabella Ranges.

Centenary Trail

This iconic 145km trail loops around Canberra, with seven sections that can be tackled as daily walks.

Central Valley Path

This trail in the National Arboretum is a gentle 1.5km sloping trail that connects to other paths.

Lake Burley Griffin Loop

This loop stretches 40km around the lake. Cover it all by bike or tackle the shorter 5km bridge-to-bridge loop on foot.

Mt Ainslie Summit

Starting behind the Australian War Memorial, a steep 2.3km uphill climb rewards you with sweeping views of Canberra.



LGBTiq-Friendly Spots in Canberra

Cube: Canberra’s premier gay and lesbian nightclub has drag shows on Friday and Saturday nights, and guest DJs filling the dance floor. 10pm-5am Thu-Sat

Qwire Canberra: Check Facebook (facebook.com/qwire) to see when this Canberra queer choir is performing.

SpringOUT Pride Festival: Running for more than two decades, this festival in November celebrates Canberra’s LGBTIQ+ community.

Tilley’s Devine Cafe Gallery: This welcoming cafe is an ideal place for socialising, eating and drinking. 7.30am-3pm or later




Beyond Canberra
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Take a drive through bushy surrounds, fertile regions producing elegant cool-climate wines, and quaint villages with a country atmosphere.


Throughout the ACT and crossing into NSW, the seasons are as distinct as they are beautiful. Falling leaves turn the roads into a kaleidoscope of colours in autumn, and winter brings snow-dusted mountains. In summer, the lakes and Bongolo River offer welcome relief, and spring’s mild weather makes everything bloom and heralds the arrival of playful lambs and calves.

Among the sheep and cattle farms, many of the hills surrounding Canberra are adorned with meticulously aligned rows of thriving grapevines, and this cool-climate region is best known for its riesling and shiraz varieties.

Within an hour’s drive from Canberra, you can explore the large towns of Yass and Goulburn or tiny historic villages.
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Places

Yass

Goulburn

Canberra Wine Region

Bungendore

Braidwood


GETTING AROUND

You need a car to get around the region surrounding the ‘bush capital’. The historic towns and wineries are often connected to the main highway by smaller country lanes, so take it slowly and watch out for kangaroos at dawn and dusk. If you plan on visiting Canberra’s wineries, designate a driver or jump on board one of the many wine tours leaving from the capital.




Yass Time from Canberra: 30 MINS [image: img]

Walking through history and heritage

Yass is often overlooked, but its tree-lined main street and historic sites make it the perfect place to stretch your legs. Discover historic sites, including Yass’s oldest building, the 1836-built Cobblestone Cottage, on a town walk. Maps are available at the Yass Valley Visitor Information Centre.

Afterwards, satisfy your hunger with house-made gelato at Tootsie Gallery Cafe or baked goods from Clementine Bakery.

Goulburn Time from Canberra: 1 HR [image: img]

Exploring Australia’s first inland city

As a traditional meeting place for First Nations groups and Australia’s first inland city to be settled, Goulburn is a town where history runs deep. Pick up a Heritage Tour map from the Visitor Information Centre and explore the 2.5km trail at your own pace. Highlights include the Goulburn Rail Heritage Centre to learn how the rail system helped the city grow, and the Historic Waterworks Museum, where you can see the original engine shipped from England.


If you’re on the hunt for Australia’s big things, Goulburn’s Big Merino is a towering 15m-high sheep statue on the main drag into town. Surrounded by service stations and fast-food outlets, it’s not a place you want to linger too long, but worth snapping a quick photo. If you do stop by, Trappers Bakery is just across the road and serves award-winning pies.
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LEARN ABOUT INDIGENOUS HISTORY

The region around Canberra is an important historical ‘meeting place’ for the Ngunnawal people.

Learn about the importance of Mt Majura on a two-hour Dhawura Aboriginal Cultural Tour with Thunderstone Aboriginal Cultural Services (thunderstone.net.au), which visits culturally and archaeologically significant Indigenous sites. You can also tour Mt Taylor and learn about bush foods, tools and artefacts, and enjoy stunning views from the top.

Set your own pace with the Canberra Tracks self-drive tour (canberratracks.act.gov.au) through Ngunnawal Country. It takes you to Cotter Reserve, Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve and Tharwa Village before ending atop Mt Ainslie. At each stop, signage explains the cultural significance of the site. Maps are available at the Canberra and Region Visitors Centre.



Eating & Drinking in Yass: Our Picks

Tootsie Gallery Cafe: Those with a sweet tooth should visit Tootsie. Check out the eclectic artwork while enjoying gelato. hours vary Thu-Sun $

Clementine Bakery: This small artisan bakery makes beautiful handmade sourdough, pies and pastries. 8.30am-2pm Thu-Sat $

Trader & Co: Enjoy in-house roasted speciality coffee and wholesome breakfasts at this trendy cafe with a social mission. 8am-3pm Mon-Sat $$

Yazzbar: With live music on Saturday nights, local wine tasting on Fridays and a tapas menu, Yazzbar is a great night out. noon-midnight Thu-Sun

Canberra Wine Region Time from Canberra: 1 HR [image: img]

Cellar-door hopping

With 40 wineries scattered throughout the region, Canberra is becoming a major player in Australia’s wine scene. The first grapes were planted in 1971 by CSIRO (Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation) scientists, yet this young industry is already producing incredible wine. A unique climate with cool evenings and hot, dry days means flavours have longer to develop. Local vintners produce riesling, chardonnay, shiraz, cabernet sauvignon and pinot noirs that are full of personality.

Cellars cluster in three main hubs, so it’s best to pick one region and spend the day exploring. Most of the wineries are boutique, family-run operations, where you’re likely to meet the owners pouring wines.

Murrumbateman is north of Canberra. This former gold-mining town has a lovely rural backdrop and several gourmet producers, a chocolate shop, cafes and 15 wineries. An undulating 14km wine trail loops past the wineries, and e-bike tours allow you to enjoy the ride without breaking a sweat.

The second region is also to the north of Canberra, set among the rolling landscapes surrounding the towns of Bungendore and Lake George, as well as the historic towns of Gundaroo and Collector.

The third wine region is set within the bounds of the ACT around Hall. This peaceful area surrounded by bushland is the closest to Canberra, so it’s the best option if you’re short on time.

Bungendore Time from Canberra: 35 MINS [image: img]

Treasure hunting in a historic village

Bungendore’s idyllic main streets of Gibraltar and Molonglo have a host of eclectic gift shops, galleries like Bungendore Wood Works Gallery and antique stores, such as The Malbon, in between cosy cafes. Pick up a map from the shops in town and explore the historic buildings that have stood tall since the village was founded in 1836. The Lake George Hotel is one of Australia’s oldest continuously licenced hotels, dating from 1838.


CELEBRATING CANBERRA’S WINE REGION

[image: jpg]

Winemaker Chrissie Smith from Intrepidus Wine names her favourite places to enjoy local wines. @intrepiduswines

Tumbafest

A local food and wine festival in Tumbarumba in February showcasing local cool-climate wines and produce.

Moving Feast

A fun weekend event in Murrumbateman in October. You rove between the wineries trying one of their signature dishes with a matched wine.

Fireside

A great winter festival where you can try local wines suited for the cooler months, such as the region’s beloved shiraz, while warming up by a roaring fire.

Canberra Wine & Spirit Merchants

Hosts free wine tastings on Thursday nights.



Eating Beyond Canberra: Our Picks

Clonakilla Wines: One of Australia’s best wineries, this family business was one of the region’s first. 11am-4pm Mon-Fri, 10am-5pm Sat & Sun

Helm Wines: A leading winemaker, with a five-star rating by James Halliday, it’s renowned for rieslings and cabernet sauvignons. 10am-4pm Sat-Mon

Four Winds Vineyard: Sit back and enjoy a tasting paddle and a wood-fired pizza on the large outdoor patio in Murrumbateman. 11am-4pm or later

Mount Majura: Only 15 minutes from Canberra, Mount Majura is a leading Australian producer of the Spanish variety tempranillo. 10am-5pm

Braidwood Time from Canberra: 1 HR [image: img]

Historic town with a thriving arts scene

Renowned for its colonial buildings lining the main street and its black truffles, the little gold-rush town of Braidwood is a popular pit stop between Canberra and the South Coast. It was the first town in NSW to be added to the State Heritage register, and its rustic beauty has turned the town into a popular escape for artists and creatives. It has even been immortalised on film. In the 1970s, Mick Jagger filmed Ned Kelly here, a movie about Australia’s most infamous bushranger.

Take a walk down the main street to check out the art galleries and vintage shops (don’t miss the huge collection of vinyl records and retro clothing at Born Vintage) and pop into Casanova’s Sourdough Bakery for amazing croissants and bread.

To sample fresh produce, such as local black truffles, visit the Braidwood Farmers Market on the first and third Saturday of the month.
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Braidwood | SUE MARTIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST NATURE SPOTS

Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve

A 40-minute drive from Canberra, Tidbinbilla is the best place to spot koalas on the Koala Path.

Wildbark at Mulligans Flat

Visit free during the day or join a twilight sanctuary tour to spot tiny sugar gliders, Eastern bettongs and echidnas.

Namadgi National Park

Visit this national park in the morning to see large numbers of kangaroos and wallabies.

Careys Cave

Naturally sculpted rock and paths through cave formations in the Yass Valley.

Bungonia National Park

Featuring five marked walking trails leading to stunning lookouts, limestone caves and gorges.



Eating Beyond Canberra: Our Picks

Royal Hotel: The Royal Hotel in Bungendore is a great spot for a hearty pub meal with live music on Sunday afternoons. hours vary $$

Cafe Wood Works: Cafe by day and fine dining by night in Bungendore. It’s adorned with art from the adjoining gallery. 7am-3pm $$

Dojo Bread: Stop in at this beloved local bakery in Braidwood for delicious sourdough, gourmet hot pies and pecan tarts. 8am-1pm Mon-Sat $

Smokey Horse: This lively diner in Braidwood has found the perfect combo – delicious Nepali cuisine and local craft beers. hours vary, Thu-Sun $$




Snowy Mountains

SNOW SPORTS | MOUNTAIN BIKING | HIKING
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Australia’s major alpine region, the Snowy Mountains is a breathtaking expanse of natural beauty and outdoor adventure. With the country’s highest point, Mt Kosciuszko, at its centre, ‘the Snowies’ are dusted in white in winter. While it’s no match to major European ski fields, June to October offers decent skiing and boarding.

Historic Cooma and laid-back Jindabyne have all the amenities, and act as handy launchpads to the mountains. You can easily occupy yourself for a few days in all seasons.

As the snow retreats – lending its power to the Snowy Mountains Scheme, a hydroelectric engineering marvel – wildflowers bloom, and the mountains reveal their greenery. Hiking and mountain biking are the main drawcards in the warmer months, as well as watersports, fishing and boating on the crystal-clear lakes.

For thousands of years, Aboriginal people, largely the Ngarigo, lived and gathered on these mountains and were largely displaced when Europeans arrived.


GETTING AROUND

Although you can fly to Snowy Mountains Airport, 17km from Cooma, you’re best off driving so that you can enjoy the scenery, especially along the Snowy Mountains Hwy. Parking is free once you’ve paid for a National Park pass inside the resorts, and the towns have ample parking. Some snow shuttle buses from Jindabyne operate during ski season. If you’re driving from Jindabyne, leave early to avoid traffic, especially on weekends.
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SIGHTS

1 Charles Davis Gallery

see 1 NSW State Correctional Museum

2 Snowy Hydro Discovery Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Cochran Horse Treks

4 Reynella Rides

5 Sacred Ride

6 Snowy Wilderness

7 Yarrangobilly Caves

SLEEPING

8 Alpine Hotel

9 Kinross Inn

see 5 Kookaburra Lodge

EATING

see 5 Bacco

10 Miss Heidi’s Tea House

11 Wildbrumby Distillery

INFORMATION

see 7 Yarrangobilly Caves Visitor Centre

TRANSPORT

12 Snowy Mountains Airport




[image: ] TOP TIP

Save money by renting gear off-mountain in Cooma, buying lift tickets online in advance and visiting mid-week. Check out Thredbo’s season pass (thredbo.com.au/passes-rentals) or Perisher’s Epic Australia Pass (epicaustraliapass.com.au) if you plan on hitting the slopes regularly.



Snow Much to See in Cooma

Putting Australian wildlife in focus

Cooma is a surprising gem of a town at the base of the Snowy Mountains. Along the town’s main drag of Sharp St, you’ll find cafes, snowsports shops and parklands, as well as the Charles Davis Gallery. Housed in an old Methodist church, the gallery showcases the work of acclaimed local wildlife photographer Charles Davis who specialises in capturing extreme closeups of Australian wildlife in the snow.

Locked Up

Jail history in Cooma

On the grounds of Cooma Correctional Centre, the NSW State Correctional Museum is a one-of-a-kind museum that charts the history of NSW jails, from the arrival of Europeans on the First Fleet through to today, and tours are offered throughout the day.

Offenders serving time at the minimum-security jail work at the museum, leading tours and making products for the gift shop. You can even pull the lever on a real noose, once used to end the lives of 34 prisoners at Bathurst.

Exploring Lake Jindabyne

Watersports on the alpine lake

Glistening Lake Jindabyne, a byproduct of the Snowy Mountains Scheme, dominates the laid-back mountain town of the same name. You can walk or cycle its foreshore, or swim, waterski or boat on its crystal blue waters in summer. Hire canoes, kayaks, sailboats and SUPs from Sacred Ride at the main boat ramp.

Jindabyne is a 30-minute drive from the snowfields and has plenty of hotels, bars and restaurants, making it a more affordable option than staying on the mountain.

On the Slopes

Winter in Kosciuszko National Park

Visitors are often surprised that it snows in Australia, and if you’re keen to check it out, Kosciuszko National Park is the place to go.

Mt Kosciuszko has two major ski resorts, Thredbo on the southern slopes and Perisher on the eastern side (and tiny Charlotte Pass higher up on this side). Ski lifts normally kick into gear from June to October, with the most snowfall in July and August, and snow machines pumping out some cover throughout.

Thredbo has the longest and highest runs, suitable for beginners to advanced skiers and boarders, but it is the more expensive of the two. Perisher sits higher so it gets more reliable snow, but it’s usually more crowded and has less apres-ski nightlife. Costs are high compared to Europe and the US.

A 1.5km Alpine Coaster toboggan is set to open in 2024 at Thredbo.

Summiting Australia’s Highest Mountain

Summer hiking

At 2228m, Mt Kosciuszko is no Everest, but the views of the Snowies, alpine wildflowers and glacial lakes are impressive nonetheless.

To get to the top, you have two options. Drive to Thredbo Alpine Village and ride the 15-minute Kosciuszko Express Chairlift (open November to April), and from the upper station, it’s a 13km return walk along a sturdy boardwalk directly to the top, with an elevation gain of just 300m.

If you’re on a budget, the second option is for you. Park at Charlotte Pass and follow the gravel trail past the Snowy River and up to the top. It’s a doable 18.6km return trip, with double the elevation gain.

Whichever route you take, you need to purchase a Kosciuszko National Park pass. A four-stage multiday hike called the Snowies Alpine Walk is set to be finished in late 2024.


THE MAN FROM SNOWY RIVER

In 1890, Australian bush poet Banjo Paterson penned ‘The Man from Snowy River’, a poem about a man’s pursuit of an escaped colt of a prizewinning racehorse that was living with brumbies (wild horses). The man’s bravery and adaptability captured readers’ imaginations, and almost a century later, the poem was later turned into a film starring Kirk Douglas. Banjo Paterson and his wild brumby have been immortalised on the $10 note, and the entire poem is even printed on it in microtext.

To channel your inner ‘Man From Snowy River’, join a backcountry horse ride with Snowy Wilderness, a sanctuary for brumbies. Cochran Horse Treks or Reynella Rides offer multiday rides with camping under the stars.



Eating around the Snowy Mountains: Our Picks

Miss Heidi’s Tea House: This Austrian log cabin near Mt Gladstone Lookout is the place to go for warm apple strudel and goulash. 10am-4pm $

Alpine Hotel: The fireplace at this Cooma pub will keep you warm. Enjoy a glass of local red and a hearty steak. noon-2pm & 6-9pm $$

Bacco: Fuel up on pizza and pasta after a day on the slopes at this longstanding Jindabyne Italian joint. noon-2pm & 5.30-9pm Tue-Sat $$

Wildbrumby Distillery: Awesome food on the road to Kosciuszko. Try the award-winning gin and schnapps. 10am-5pm Sun-Thu, to 6pm Fri & Sat $$$


On Your Bike

Mountain-biking action

Even if the resort seems busy with hikers, they’re wildly outnumbered by mountain bikers who flock to Thredbo Mountain Bike Park’s gravity trails in summer.

Three chairlifts whisk bikers to the trailheads looping across the mountain. Trails are available for all levels, including first-timers, with Paparazzi being the most popular. A couple of tracks sit at valley level for those who don’t want to fork out for a lift pass.

Riders can also play at the skills park, and there is a jump zone, a pump track and lessons for future daredevils. Bikes and gear can be hired from Thredbo MTB Rental. Book lift passes online (thredbo .com .au/ passes -rentals) to save.

Limestone Caves & Thermal Pools

Yarrangobilly’s natural wonders

A two-hour drive from Jindabyne along the scenic Snowy Mountain Hwy are the Yarrangobilly Caves. Along the way, you’ll pass the remnants of the ghost town of Kiandra and large populations of wild brumbies.

This northern section of Kosciuszko National Park is home to massive limestone caves. Take the 5km winding road down to the Yarrangobilly Caves Visitor Centre and pick up a map and a day park pass, or book a ticket for a guided cave tour of one of the park’s six caves.

South Glory Cave can be freely explored before 4pm. After caving, follow the 1.5km River Walk and take a dip in the thermal pool, built by prisoners in 1969. The spring water means the pool is a lovely 27°C year-round. It’s free and open 24/7, with changing rooms and drop toilets. The final challenge is the extremely steep walk back up to the car park.


NSW NATIONAL PARKS PASS

Across NSW, 45 national parks have entry fees, charged for each car that enters (not per person). Bikes and pedestrians enter for free. The list of national parks includes Kosciuszko and the Yarrangobilly area, Warrumbungles, parts of the Blue Mountains and parts of Sydney Harbour National Park. Kosciuszko is the most expensive park to visit.

If you plan to visit several parks, an annual pass is your best option. It’s valid for 12 months from the date of purchase. The All Parks Pass includes entry to all parks and costs $190. The Multi Parks Pass is valid for all parks except Kosciuszko and costs $65. Purchase online at pass.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au.



Eating on the Mountains: Our Picks

High Ground Coffee Bar: Early risers can get a caffeine fix before the lifts open in Perisher. 8am-5pm Mon-Fri, from 7.30am Sat & Sun $

Guthega Inn: Ski in for lunch on Perisher and feel like you’re in Europe, with the giant Wiener schnitzel, Belgian beers and sausage. 10am-10pm Jul-Sep $$

Eagles Nest: Enjoy Italian classics with a view at Australia’s highest restaurant at the top of the Kosciuszko chairlift. hours vary $$

Thredbo Burger Bar: Huge burgers, gluten-free options and delicious onion rings will leave you satisfied. Bookings essential. hours vary $$




Wagga Wagga

RIVERSIDE WALKS | GLASS GALLERY | ZOO
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In the heart of the Riverina region, Wagga Wagga is a thriving country town. Halfway between Sydney and Melbourne, but still a good five-hour drive from both, it’s a proud farming district with big-city amenities.

In spring, fields of canola bloom a brilliant yellow across the region, and lambs bounce around paddocks. You’re spoiled with great cafes, bars and pubs; a thriving culture and arts scene; and relaxing walking tracks by the water. With excellent playgrounds, a free zoo and miniature railway, and a huge indoor pool, this place has plenty to keep the kids busy.

Most of the action is centred around the main street. The top end of Baylis St starts at the train station and has chain stores, supermarkets and some small malls. Cross the river and it becomes Fitzmaurice St, home to trendy cafes, boutique stores, and plenty of pubs.


GETTING AROUND

Wagga has a small airport with connections to cities around Australia on Rex and Qantaslink. It is also a stop on the NSW TrainLink XPT train service from Sydney to Melbourne, which runs twice daily. With almost no public transport in town, you need a car, although the downtown area is walkable or suitable for riding a bike. Parking is never a problem.
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SIGHTS

1 Museum of the Riverina

2 Wagga Beach

3 Wagga Wagga Art Gallery

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Oasis Aquatic Centre

SLEEPING

5 Mantra Pavilion Hotel

6 Townhouse Hotel

EATING

7 Mr Lawrence

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 Bar Olivette

9 Thirsty Crow Brewing Co




[image: ] TOP TIP

Pick up a floatable device from Kmart and join the locals on a river float in summer. Walk upstream on the riverside trail 600m from the beach and then jump in from the rocks. Be warned: the current is surprisingly strong.



Nature Trails

Waterside walks by the river and lake

Even though it’s 400km from the coast, Wagga has a beach. Set on the banks of the Murrumbidgee River, it’s a pleasant spot to swim, picnic or let the kids play on the towering playground. You can also take a stroll or cycle a section of the 42km Wiradjuri Trail, which follows the river under shady red gums.

On the opposite end of town is Lake Albert, a popular spot for waterskiing and barbecues. The 5km loop is a favourite walk among locals and their pooches.

Family Fun at the Gardens

Miniature trains and free zoo

Visit the Wagga Wagga Botanic Gardens to say hi to kangaroos, wallabies, emus, dingoes and camels at the large free zoo and aviary, open Thursday to Monday.

Kids will love the two large playgrounds and the miniature train that runs on the first and third Sunday of the month. Afterwards, cool off in the indoor and outdoor pools at the Oasis Aquatic Centre, one of the best in the state.


The Cultural Precinct

Step inside these galleries

Art lovers should check out the 200-plus glass artworks on display at the National Art Glass Gallery, set within the Wagga Wagga Art Gallery. The building is inspired by a large glass shard, welcoming in natural light.

Wagga has a proud history as the home of many Aussie sporting legends, and they’re honoured at the Sporting Hall of Fame at the Museum of the Riverina. The museum has uniforms, equipment and storyboards from leading athletes in AFL, soccer, cricket and more. Both sites are closed on Monday and are free to visit.

Eating & Drinking in Wagga Wagga: Our Picks

Mr Lawrence: At the beach end of the main drag, this popular brunch spot has great coffee and chic decor. 6.30am-2pm $$

Magpies Nest: Enjoy views and upmarket modern Australian set menus that use local produce, just 10 minutes out of town. 5.30-11pm Tue-Sat $$$

Bar Olivette: This speakeasy-style spot serves up incredible cocktails and light meals in the moody basement bar. noon-8pm or later Thu-Sun

Thirsty Crow Brewing Co: An independent brewery with pizzas, Thursday night trivia and tastings at 2pm on weekends. hours vary, Wed-Sun




Beyond Wagga Wagga
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Strap on your boots and venture into the quintessential Aussie countryside where the skies are big and the fields are fertile.


Agriculture has long been a way of life out here, from the Wiradjuri people who used the Lachlan, Murrumbidgee and Macquarie Rivers as abundant sources of food to the drovers who once plodded along the ancient Cobb Hwy and the Italian immigrants who introduced Australia to viticulture.

Wagga Wagga sits at the heart of the Riverina, an extremely productive region, thanks to an ample water supply and warm climate. It’s a central jumping-off point for exploring regional towns showcasing contemporary country life and strong community spirit. Farming is no longer the only industry, and with an abundance of fresh produce, the region is brimming with cafes, restaurants, decadent providores and wineries.
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Murray River, Albury | EDWARD DAVID TAYLOR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Places

Junee

Albury

Griffith

Hay


GETTING AROUND

You need a car to get around this region. Most of the roads are well-maintained bitumen highways, and day trips can mean an hour or two of driving each way. Towns have ample free parking. Pay attention to ‘cattle ahead’ road signs, as drovers may be moving cattle along the highways.




Junee Time from Wagga Wagga: 30 MINS [image: img]

A wonderland for lovers of licorice and chocolate

Travellers with a sweet tooth should pay a visit to the Junee Licorice and Chocolate Factory in the small town of Junee. Set in an old flour mill that was famously leased for just $1, this family-run business produces delicious organic treats.

Make your own giant chocolate freckle (a chocolate disc covered in sprinkles) or join a tour of the factory, which leaves at 10.30am or 1.30pm daily. Grab lunch in the cafe and explore the beautifully restored building.

Albury Time from Wagga Wagga: 1 HR [image: img]

Walk or paddle along the Murray River

The border town of Albury straddles the Murray River on the NSW side. Little ones will love the natural space at Oddies Creek Park, or you can grab a canoe from Murray River Canoe Hire and explore the waterway.

Stretch your legs along the Wagirra Trail, an 8km path that includes the Yindyamarra Sculpture Walk, where 12 sculptures tell First Nations stories through contemporary art. On your way out of town, stop at Huon Hill for stunning views of the landscape.

Get artsy

The MAMA (Murray Art Museum Albury) is a superb regional gallery that’s earned a reputation for innovative, original exhibitions, and it also puts on art classes and fascinating live events.

The Flying Fruit Fly Circus is Australia’s national youth circus based in Albury. Check fruitflycircus.com.au to see if a performance is happening when you’re in town.


THE DOG ON THE TUCKERBOX

On a plain stretch of the Hume Hwy just outside Gundagai, a little dog sits on a tuckerbox (an old metal lunchbox). Since 1932, the dog has been a pit stop for travellers on the way through, collecting donations for the Gundagai Hospital.

But who is he? Legend has it that a man named Bill was leading his wagon and bulls across the nearby creek in the 1850s when he got stuck in the mud. After unsuccessfully trying to free his wagon and then losing a yoke, he gave up in frustration and went to have lunch, only to discover his dog sitting on top of his tuckerbox doing his business. The story of Bill’s bad lunch spread far and wide.



Eating & Drinking in Albury: Our Picks

Bended Elbow: Large menu with decent $20 lunch specials. Take a seat in the bistro, courtyard or rooftop bar. 11am-midnight $

Nannina’s: A cosy spot for great coffee, brunch or a simple lunch. 7am-3pm Tue-Fri, 8am-2pm Sat $

River Deck: This sleek venue uses local ingredients and has a large dog-friendly outdoor terrace to soak up the river breeze. 9am-3pm $$

Yardbird: This Mediterranean-inspired restaurant dishes up flavoursome meals cooked over an open fire. hours vary, Tue-Sat $$

Griffith Time from Wagga Wagga: 2 HRS [image: img]

A taste of Italy

The Murrumbidgee River meanders through the flat landscapes of this lush agricultural region, known for its sweet navel oranges and wine. The region is terrain for 66 grape varieties, a legacy largely shaped by a surge of Italian immigrants after WWII.

Taste this history at the cellar doors of De Bortoli, home of the renowned Noble One dessert wine, and Calabria Family Wines, best known for its highly awarded Durif.

In August, the Taste of Italy festival celebrates Italian culture through cooking demonstrations, music and wine.


Meet the animals at Altina Wildlife Park

See white lions, rhinos, giraffes, deer, buffaloes and many more creatures at Altina Wildlife Park. Visits are arranged as guided tours twice daily at 9am and 1pm on a safari vehicle or a horse-drawn cart on weekends. As you traverse the sprawling 207-hectare bush property, keepers happily share facts about the animals and breeding success stories.

Hay Time from Wagga Wagga: 2 HRS [image: img]

Hear the click of the shears

The outback town of Hay was once a major stop on the Cobb Hwy drovers trail. Shear Outback is an interactive museum dedicated to telling the stories of Australia’s shearers who helped build the nation’s wool industry. Watch videos about the harsh working conditions shearers face and then head out to the shearing shed to watch a live sheep-shearing demonstration and meet the shearer’s trusty working dogs.
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Hay | JANDRIE LOMBARD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Endless sunset vistas

Before sundown, head 16km out of town on the Cobb Hwy to the Hay Plains Sunset Viewing Area to see an epic sunset in the flattest place in Australia. Pack a picnic and park up to enjoy the 360-degree view as the sky comes alive with orange and pink hues.


DENI UTE MUSTER

Deniliquin, or Deni, is the self-proclaimed ‘ute capital of the world’. This classic Australian vehicle, with a chassis up front and a handy tray out the back, is celebrated yearly at the Deni Ute Muster. Held over one wild weekend in October, the festival celebrates all things outback: music, whip-cracking, bull rides, bogan bingo and ute races.

You can see symbols of ute culture throughout town. Near the Visitor Information Centre, Reutilise is a life-size sculpture of a Holden ute made from metal objects found on local farms. Nearby, the Ute on a Pole sculpture commemorates Deniliquin’s Guinness Book of Records entry for hosting the largest parade of Utes ever recorded, with 2839 vehicles.



Eating & Drinking in Griffith: Our Picks

La Scala: Since 1977, La Scala has been offering authentic Italian dining, wood-fired pizza and delicious gelato. 6-9pm Tue-Sat $$

Limone: Farm-to-fork dining using local, seasonal ingredients served in a stunning rustic interior. 7am-2pm Mon-Sat & 6-10pm Sat & Sun $$

De Bortoli: Stop at this third-generation winery for a tasting and cheese platter. Don’t miss its signature drop, Noble One. 9am-5pm Mon-Sat $

Calabria Family Wines: Bookings recommended for the tasting flight with a small platter in the Tuscan-style cellar door. hours vary $$




Orange

WINE | SHOPPING | QUAINT VILLAGES
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Orange is known as the town of colours. It’s always punched above its weight, but in the era following the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s really getting noticed by Sydneysiders seeking a taste of country air, whether for a weekend or for good. Driving in under the lush tree-lined streets and twinkling fairy lights, it feels a little magical. You’d be forgiven for thinking the autumnal leaves gave the town its name, but Orange was most likely named by Major Thomas Mitchell as a tribute to Prince William of Orange.

In spring, the town is awash in green and gold, thanks to the golden canola fields and blooming gardens. Rich agricultural lands foster a burgeoning food and wine industry that keeps gourmets happy.

A lovely selection of beautiful homeware and boutique shops both in town and in neighbouring villages may turn a leisurely wander into an expensive day out.


GETTING AROUND

The regional airport has flights to Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane most days. You can also get to Orange on the XPT train or Australia Wide Coaches. Orange is a 3½-hour drive from Sydney. The town is walkable, and parking is plentiful but often limited to two hours.
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SLEEPING

1 Byng St Boutique Hotel

2 Oriana

EATING

3 Byng Street Local Store

4 Union Bank

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

5 Ferment

SHOPPING

6 Hawkes General Store

7 Jumbled

8 White Place

INFORMATION

9 Orange Visitor Information Centre

TRANSPORT

10 Australia Wide Coaches
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The Orange Wine Festival in spring and the F.O.O.D festival in autumn are the best times to see the town come alive to celebrate the local culinary scene.



Orange in a Bottle

High-altitude wines with attitude

More than 40 cellar doors are tucked off winding country lanes and rolling hills, with a few breweries and cider houses thrown in for good measure. The cellar doors of Philip Shaw Wines, Colmar Estate and Brangayne of Orange can be easily visited on a self-guided drive along Pinnacle Rd. Afterwards, continue to the Mt Canobolas lookout atop an ancient volcano and then return along Lake Canobolas Rd to complete the scenic loop.

If you don’t have time to visit them all, Ferment has a huge selection of local wines from 19 wineries. Sample them during the daily guided wine tastings or from the fancy wine vending machine.

Eating & Drinking in Orange: Our Picks

Byng Street Local Store: This local fave serves up excellent coffee and delicious food on a big corner block. 7am-3pm $

Oriana: Relaxed vibes on the sprawling lawns; enjoy tapas, woodfired pizzas and oyster nights. hours vary. $$

Union Bank: Great food, drinks and friendly service in the leafy courtyard or under the high ceilings of this former bank. noon-10pm or later Wed-Mon $$

Philip Shaw Wines: This Visit the 130-year-old barn, voted one of Australia’s best cellar doors, at this cool-climate vineyard for a wine tasting. 11am-5pm

A Country Drive

Exploring Orange’s villages

While Orange has modern beauty, its endearing neighbouring villages have a more historic bent. Just a 20-minute drive out of town is heritage-listed Millthorpe, a charming town with art galleries, boutiques and fine dining alongside cosy provedores. Walk the cobbled streets and pop into the Golden Memories Millthorpe Museum to see colonial artefacts and historic items.

Continue along country roads to Blayney. The town’s rich farming history meant its railway was once a busy station for passengers and goods. Pick up a Blayney Heritage Walk guide from the Orange Visitor Information Centre and wander the historic streets.

Time stands still in Carcoar, listed by the National Trust for its beautifully preserved 19th-century buildings from the town’s gold-rush era. A 40-minute drive from Orange, this picture-perfect town is a breath of fresh country air and charm. The best views of the rolling countryside are from the train station.


BEST PLACES TO SHOP
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Pip Brett, owner of Jumbled, shares her pick of the best places to shop near Orange. @jumbledonline

Hawkes General Store: A lovely selection of giftware, kids’ pieces and fashion, plus a cafe, in Orange.

White Place: An entire home filled with furniture and fashion with a predominantly white hue.

Jumbled: A colourful explosion of original art, fashion, homewares, coffee and events in the renovated old Masonic Hall.






Beyond Orange


[image: jpg]

Orange is a great hub for exploring quaint villages – look further afield to discover fascinating towns in every direction.


This northern section of NSW is as varied as it is vast. East of Orange, Bathurst is synonymous with car racing for most Australians. To the south, canola fields stretch out towards Cowra and the cherry-picking capital of Young. To the west, Parkes’ big dish is an engineering marvel, while in the north you’ll find Dubbo’s plains and Mudgee’s refined wineries. Push further north into outback Australia, where the quirky mining town of Lightning Ridge will have you looking down, and the stargazing capital of Australia in Coonabarabran will turn your gaze skywards.

To get off the beaten track, follow the Silo Art Trail and explore tiny towns with towering art projects putting them on the map.

Places

Dubbo

Mudgee

Lightning Ridge

Coonabarabran


GETTING AROUND

The only way to get around this region is with your own car. The roads are in good condition, but watch out for kangaroos around dawn and dusk. Mt Panorama in Bathurst is a public road with a 60km/h speed limit outside of race days.



Dubbo Time from Orange: 2 HRS [image: img]

Animal spotting on a ‘zoo-fari’

Dubbo’s must-see attraction is the sprawling Taronga Western Plains Zoo, home to more than 350 species, including lion cubs and rhino calves.

You can drive your own car, walk or ride bikes (hire available) around the 6km circuit or upgrade to a ‘safari vehicle’ (OK, it’s just a golf cart) for a real adventure. The variety of transportation options available makes the zoo accessible for individuals with mobility challenges. The open-range design, featuring concealed moats instead of fences, makes spotting animals easy for everyone.

Learn about Australia’s flying doctors

The Royal Flying Doctor Service Visitor Experience uses ultramodern interactive exhibits, a giant movie screen and immersive spaces to tell the stories of the doctors and patients who rely on the roving medical service. Get a photo in the pilot’s seat or head up to the sky lounge to watch planes take off and land.




Driving the Silo Art Trail

[image: jpg]

The silo art movement has exploded in recent years. Towering grain silos and water tanks are adorned with incredible oversize artworks that bring colour to regional communities that once teetered on the brink of decline. This driving tour spans 800km and takes you to some of the most impressive silo artworks. See more on australiansiloarttrail.com.

Start in 1 Barraba, where the silo artwork paints the story of a local water diviner searching for groundwater with his twig, recalling the crisis that saw 90% of NSW in drought from 2017 to 2020. Afterwards, head 150km south to 2 Quirindi, with silo towers depicting fascinating Aboriginal stories about how animals worked with the Indigenous community as helpers and protectors.

Next up is 3 Merriwa, 138km further south. The mural depicts a red-sock-wearing sheep in a canola field in honour of the annual Merriwa Festival of the Fleeces. Continue 106km west on the Golden Hwy towards 4 Dunedoo. Painted on the face of the silo is champion racehorse Winx, her trainer and her rider, Hugh Bowman, who was born in Dunedoo. On the back is colourful imagery of local fauna and flora.

Continue south for 186km to the old cement silos in 5 Portland. Known as The Foundations, these incredibly detailed portraits depict five former workers of the town’s cement plant.

Head 210km west through Bathurst to 6 Grenfell, where the silos’ sheep, cattle and native birds represent the farming industry and landscape of the shire, painted by artist Heesco. From here, it’s a 160km drive to the tiny farming outpost of 7 Weethalle. This Heesco artwork depicts locals at work: a shearer and a grain farmer keeping a watchful eye over the land.



Mudgee Time from Orange: 2 HRS [image: img]


A taste of wine country

Mudgee is a refined country town that attracts well-heeled weekenders and former city folk from Sydney. Even though Mudgee’s population is more than 25,000, it still doesn’t have any traffic lights.

Pick up a map from the Mudgee Visitor Information Centre and sip your way through the 35 family-owned wineries, three breweries and one distillery. For a full day of guided wine tasting, jump on a Mudgee Wine Explorer Tour bus.

Bathurst Time from Orange: 50 MINS [image: img]

A hot lap of the track

Cruise the circuit at Mt Panorama, a public road that hosts major car races in Bathurst. The most famous is the Bathurst 1000 in October.

Download the Bathurst ‘Step Beyond’ app and listen to the audio guide from racecar driver Craig Lowndes as you circle the track. Afterwards, visit the National Motor Racing Museum next to the track and learn more about the history of racing.
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Mt Panorama | KATACARIX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE BIG DISH AT PARKES

The CSIRO Parkes Radio Telescope, the star of the 2000 film The Dish, is one of Australia’s more impressive big things. A feat of engineering, it allows astronomers to explore the universe in greater detail. The telescope was famously used to receive live TV images of the Apollo 11 moon landing, even withstanding 100km/h gusts during the 2½-hour broadcast.

Spanning 64m in diameter and balanced atop a three-storey concrete tower in the middle of a paddock, it’s a sight to behold. In its shadow, the Visitor Discovery Centre explains the telescope’s importance through hands-on displays and an immersive 3D theatre show. It’s free to visit.



Eating Beyond Orange: Our Picks

Ling Ling Thai: In the Orana Hotel in Dubbo, this casual place serves delicious, authentic Thai meals in generous portions. 5-9.30pm $$

Down the Lane: Dishing up modern Italian and classy cocktails, this venue in Dubbo has a garden party atmosphere. 4-10pm Wed-Sun, to 11pm Fri & Sat $$

Vine & Tap: A nice little Italian restaurant with a sharing-style menu tucked away in a quiet courtyard in Bathurst. hours vary, Wed-Sun $$

Lightning Ridge Bowling Club: Everything under one roof – Asian meals, pizza, pub classics, a bar, a cafe, bingo, raffles and a bottle shop. 10am-7pm $$

Lightning Ridge Time from Orange: 5 HRS [image: img]

Quirky and eccentric opal-mining town

Lightning Ridge is a quirky outback opal-mining town less than an hour’s drive from the Queensland border. Local artist John Murray has painted the town red – literally – with murals on every street, and his vibrant John Murray Art Gallery is worth a visit.

Lightning Ridge is one of the few places in the world where the famous ‘black opals’ can be found. Learn more about the precious gem at the town’s opal shops or the Australian Opal Centre, set to move to a new sustainable purpose-built facility at the end of 2024. Go underground in the former mine tunnels at Opal Mine Adventure and then try your luck searching for opals at the fossicking heap.

Self-guided driving tours

Visit the Lightning Ridge Visitor Information Centre and pick up a Car Door Tour self-drive map. Four short routes are marked out with painted car doors and lead you to the colourful highlights of ‘the Ridge’, such as the Chambers of the Black Hand, an incredible underground sculpture museum (bookings essential at chambersoftheblackhand.com.au) and Bevan’s Cactus Nursery, home to more than 2500 prickly plants. Save the green route for sunset to enjoy the epic spectacular pink hues that only the outback can offer.

The orange car-door map takes you off into the dusty opal fields to discover some true Australian gems: tin shed pubs like the Glengarry ‘Hilton’, golf courses that tee off from ute trays and Aussie larrikins that drink at these outback pubs.

Coonabarabran Time from Orange: 3½ HRS [image: img]

Supreme stargazing

Known as the ‘astronomy capital of Australia’, Warrumbungle National Park lays claim to Australia’s first Dark Sky Park, thanks to its clear night skies, low humidity and high altitude. The park has a number of observatories, so don’t miss the chance to look through a telescope at the stars, planets and galaxies far far away.

Donna the astronomer runs nightly stargazing shows at Milroy Observatory, where she’ll help you fall in love with the night sky.


BACK O’ BOURKE

When you picture the dusty Australian outback, far from any major city, that’s pretty much back o’ Bourke. As the last outback hub before the bush stretches out endlessly into the vast interior, Bourke has become part of Australian vernacular.

Back o’ Bourke is not one place, but a collective ‘out there’. The Back O’ Bourke Exhibition Centre tells engaging stories of the First Nations peoples, early explorers, poets, bushrangers, graziers, river boaters, cameleers and outback legends who have traversed this country.

Few travellers make it out here, but as Australian poet Henry Lawson wrote, ‘If you know Bourke, you know Australia’.




QUIRKY AUSTRALIANA

If you love Lightning Ridge, don’t miss Coober Pedy, another quirky opal-mining town in South Australia.






New England

HISTORIC TOWNS | COUNTRY LIFE | NATIONAL PARKS


[image: jpg]

Despite its unfamiliarity, the verdant scenery of this highland region prompted its first British occupiers to name it ‘New England’. While visitors may squint hard to see the likeness, the forested uplands of the Northern Tablelands reminded the homesick settlers of Scotland and Wales, and the landscape bears ‘Celtic’ names and the label of ‘Celtic country’ to this day. It’s a stretch, but there’s no denying its rustic beauty when mist settles in the hilltops and fertile valleys, little churches are glimpsed in oak-studded paddocks and narrow roads wind through cool green landscapes. Dotted with historic buildings, regional centres including Tamworth, Armidale and Tenterfield have plenty to offer those seeking culture, food and comfort.

The region straddles the traditional lands of several Aboriginal groups, including the Gamilaraay around Tamworth, the Anaiwan around Armidale, and the Bundjalung around Tenterfield, among others. Venture beyond the towns to discover a rich collection of national parks and cool-climate wineries.


GETTING AROUND

The New England region runs from Tamworth (400km northwest of Sydney) to Tenterfield (700km northwest of Sydney), with the main towns located on the scenic New England Hwy. NSW TrainLink runs a daily service from Sydney Central to Armidale (eight hours) via Tamworth (six hours), with coach connections to Glen Innes and Tenterfield. With limited public transport beyond these main hubs, most travellers visit on a New England Hwy road trip. Tamworth and Armidale have tourism information centres – you can’t miss the Big Golden Guitar marking the entrance to the Tamworth branch at the southern end of town.



[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Oxley Wild Rivers National Park

2 Powerstation Museum

SIGHTS

3 Aboriginal Cultural Centre & Keeping Place

4 Bald Rock National Park

5 Boonoo Boonoo National Park

6 Centenary Cottage Museum

see 2 Country Music Hall of Fame

7 Museum of Printing

8 New England National Park

9 New England Regional Art Museum

10 Saumarez Homestead

see 6 Sir Henry Parkes Memorial School of Arts

see 6 Tenterfield Railway Museum

see 6 Tenterfield Saddler

11 Washpool National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 10 Fleet Helicopters

SLEEPING

12 Petersons Guesthouse

EATING

see 2 Dragon Palace

13 Glasshouse at Goonoo Goonoo

14 Goldfish Bowl

15 Pie Mechanic

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16 Dobson’s Distillery

17 Great Hops Brewery

see 6 Stonefruit

18 Topper’s Mountain Wines

19 Welder’s Dog



Boot Scoot Your Way to Tamworth

Australia’s country music capital

Held over 10 rollicking days from mid-January, the Tamworth Country Music Festival is the undisputed king of Australian country music events. It features hundreds of performers across dozens of venues, with around 1000 single events entertaining tens of thousands of visitors.

Outside the festival period, you can follow the town’s Country Music Trail (destinationtamworth.com.au/country-music-trail). The main stop is the Country Music Hall of Fame at the southern end of Peel St, housing a trove of artefacts and dioramas exploring Australia’s rich country music story. Two principal exhibitions – the memorabilia-filled Walk a Country Mile and the Country Music Hall of Fame – are housed inside the giant guitar-shaped building.



Let There Be Light

Tour Tamworth’s Powerstation Museum

Run by infectiously passionate volunteers, this wonderful museum on Peel St commemorates Tamworth’s status as the ‘City of Light’ – the first town in Australia to get electric light (16 years before Sydney!).

Housed in a 1907 power station packed to the rafters with electrotherapy machines, early communications devices and other fascinating electricity-powered artefacts, the museum also has two working steam dynamos, one identical to that used to first deliver power to the town in 1888.

An Artistic Legacy

Armidale’s art and architecture

If Tamworth is the king of country music, Armidale, 115km northeast, is the queen of the arts. The New England Regional Art Museum (NERA) is the home of the Howard Hinton Collection, a veritable thesaurus of Australian art from the 1880s to the 1940s, including works by Arthur Streeton, Margaret Preston, Norman Lindsay, Nora Heysen and others. NERA (closed Mondays) also showcases changing exhibitions and hosts workshops. The next-door Museum of Printing opens on Tuesday and Sunday.

Next door again is the not-for-profit Aboriginal Cultural Centre & Keeping Place, which displays a growing permanent collection, mostly by local artists, alongside regularly changing exhibitions of works for sale.

A masterpiece of Edwardian architecture 9km west of Armidale, Saumarez Homestead was built between 1888 and 1906 on one of the first sheep stations in the area, founded by gentleman grazier Henry Dumaresq in the 1830s. Guided tours on Wednesdays and Sundays are the only way to see inside. You can wander the gardens and peer through the windows for a reduced fee.
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RE-EMERGING WINE REGION

New England has a history of viticulture dating back to its first European settlers. The Sydney Mail described Inverell, 124km northwest of Armidale, as home to ‘one of the foremost wine-producing neighbourhoods in the colony’ in 1882. But it wasn’t to last, and the region’s last winery reportedly closed during WWII.

Yet the local industry is slowly re-emerging, and cool-climate estates worth a visit include Topper’s Mountain Wines in Tingha, between Armidale and Inverell, which has bagged many an award for its Gewürztraminer (tastings by appointment Tuesday to Saturday); and Petersons Guesthouse & Winery in Armidale, which offers daily tastings in the former stables of a historic homestead.




WATERFALL WAY

Some of the New England region’s national parks lie on the wonderful Waterfall Way driving route, connecting Armidale to Bellingen on the NSW North Coast. Allow a full day to soak up the top sights along this 156km route.



Birth of a Nation

Tenterfield’s surprising claims to fame

The quiet highland town of Tenterfield is loosely regarded as the birthplace of the Australian nation. It was at the Tenterfield School of Arts in 1889 that Sir Henry Parkes delivered the Tenterfield Oration, a speech that gave the most impetus to the Federation of all Australian states in 1901. Its other claim to fame is that entertainer Peter Allen (the ‘Boy from Oz’), was born here. Some may remember his famous song ‘Tenterfield Saddler’; you can visit the workshop on High St that inspired the tune.

The grand 1876 School of the Arts building on Rouse St now houses a museum about Parkes; it was closed when we visited, but locals are hopeful it will reopen. Packed with donated treasures dating back to the 1840s, the Centenary Cottage Museum on Logan St (generally open Friday to Sunday) offers an evocative taste of the town’s pioneer days, especially when the volunteer staff wind up the gramophone in the sitting room. Train buffs will appreciate the beautifully preserved 19th-century railway precinct, now operated as the Tenterfield Railway Museum.


NEW ENGLAND’S NATIONAL PARKS

Bald Rock National Park

The eponymous feature of this park northeast of Tenterfield is Australia’s largest granite monolith.

New England National Park

This lichen-draped wilderness area, east of Armidale, spills over the edge of a dramatic escarpment.

Oxley Wild Rivers National Park

The park’s showpiece, Dangar Falls, is just a 25-minute drive south of Armidale. For another view, take a gorge tour with Fleet Helicopters.

Washpool National Park

Rainforest-fringed swimming holes tempt an hour-long detour northeast of Glen Innes.

Boonoo Boonoo National Park

Poet Banjo Paterson famously proposed to Alice Walker at the waterfall lookout in this park northeast of Tenterfield, and the romance endures.



Eating & Drinking in New England: Our Picks

Pie Mechanic: You can’t go wrong with the ‘moo and brew’ pie at this Uralla pie shop, south of Armidale. 6am-5pm Mon-Fri, to 3pm Sat & Sun $

Great Hops Brewery: Join the revelry at this huge, eclectic Armidale brewery. 4-11pm Fri, 12.30-11pm Sat, 12.30-4pm Sun

Welder’s Dog: Build your own grazing platter to enjoy with a craft brew at this brew bar. 4-11pm Mon, 2pm-midnight Tue-Sat, to 10pm Sun

Stonefruit: A favourite New England venue, in Tenterfield, is cafe by day, wine bar by night. 8am-4pm Sun-Tue, until 11pm Thu-Sat

Dobson’s Distillery: Near Armidale, this distillery has a fab Prohibition-era bar. bar 10am-3.30pm, restaurant noon-2pm Sat & Sun

Goldfish Bowl: Follow the aroma of fresh coffee to this cafe or come for Friday pizzas. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri & 5.30-9pm Fri; 7am-noon Sat & Sun $$

Dragon Palace: Fans of country-town Chinese restaurants will find all the classics here in Tamworth. noon-2pm & 5-9pm $$

Glasshouse at Goonoo Goonoo: Find fine dining at a historic sheep station outside Tamworth. noon-2.30pm Fri-Sun, 5.30-10.30pm Mon-Sat $$$




Broken Hill & Silverton

MINING HISTORY | ART SCENE | OUTBACK LANDSCAPES
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The discovery of silver ore in this remote corner of outback NSW in the 1880s brought about the establishment of two of Australia’s most influential mining towns. Broken Hill stands today as one of Australia’s longest continually mined cities and the first city to be included in its entirety on the National Heritage List. Together with Silverton, 25km west, the region is known for its strong history in trade unionism and where significant improvements to miners’ rights were fought and won.

Nowadays, it’s the flourishing artistic scene that’s making headlines, with outback landscapes inspiring many of the works in the art galleries and a growing list of film accolades that includes Mission: Impossible 2, Mad Max 2 and The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, all filmed on location here. Out of Priscilla grew a thriving drag culture, celebrated at the Palace Hotel and the fabulous Broken Heel Festival.


GETTING AROUND

While Broken Hill’s downtown area is walkable, explorations to the city’s edges and beyond are far easier with your own vehicle. Check parking options for hotels along Argent St; a two-hour daytime limit typically applies. Pay special attention to the road between Silverton and Broken Hill at night. It’s sealed, but an 11km section is unfenced grazing land. Depending on your itinerary, expect to travel along unsealed roads at some point.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Living Desert Sculptures

2 Royal Flying Doctor Outback Heritage Experience

SIGHTS

3 Absalom’s Gallery

4 Big Bench

5 Broken Hill City Art Gallery

6 Bush ’n’ Beyond Studio Gallery

7 John Dynon Gallery

8 Line of Lode Miners Memorial

see 7 Mad Max 2 Museum

9 Mundi Mundi Lookout

10 Pro Hart Gallery

11 Silver City Mint & Art Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 Outback Astronomy

see 7 Silverton Outback Camels

SLEEPING

13 Emaroo Cottages (Oxide)

14 Imperial Fine Accommodation

15 Red Earth Motel

see 7 Silverton Hotel

EATING

16 Astra

17 Bell’s Milk Bar

see 7 Shearer’s Cook Tavern

18 Silly Goat

see 7 Silverton Bakery

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19 Broken Hill Pub

20 Palace Hotel

INFORMATION

21 Broken Hill Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

From around mid-November to mid-March, many outdoor tour operators suspend business because of the heat, and temperatures are routinely above 35°C. If you’re planning to travel during this time, do your research and contact businesses directly to verify what’s running.



Flying for Your Life

Tour an outback institution

The Royal Flying Doctor Service at Broken Hill is the only working RFDS base in the country that visitors can tour. Every year, the RFDS travels the equivalent of 35 round trips to the moon, delivering both emergency extraction and primary care services to the outback, acting as a literal lifeline for remote communities. The one-hour guided Royal Flying Doctor Outback Heritage Experience grants the public remarkable insight into the organisation’s operations.

Tour the museum with a knowledgeable guide and learn how the RFDS handles a remote emergency. See what’s happening in real-time in the working control room, where incoming aeromedical calls are received and monitors show the live movements of the base’s aircraft. Afterwards, get an up-close look at some of the decommissioned fleet in the hangar.

Beyond the mind-blowing logistics, it’s a raw and eye-opening account of the resilience and psyche of some of Australia’s most isolated communities. Tours operate on a rolling basis throughout the day, commencing one hour after opening and concluding one hour before closing. It’s next to the airport terminal (for obvious reasons).

Broken Hill’s Reason for Existence

Atop the city’s ‘mineralogical rainforest’

Serving as an imposing backdrop to Broken Hill’s main drag of Argent St is a huge pile of mounded earth above the Line of Lode. Locally called the ‘slagheap’, a mining term meaning the leftover material from the mining process, it is at the Line of Lode where a rich silver-lead-zinc ore body, one of the world’s largest, was first mined in 1885, prompting the founding of Broken Hill. Nearly a century and a half later, this 7.5km-long, 1.6km-deep underground network remains one of Australia’s longest continually operated mines and, thanks to the area’s diversity of about 300 mineral species, is considered one of the world’s great mineral ‘rainforests’.

Take the road to the top for views over the entire city and the novelty-sized Big Bench. The Line of Lode Miners Memorial pays tribute to the more than 800 lives lost in the mine since its inception. Take time to read some of the inscriptions; they give context to the city’s spirited unionism.

From Silver to the Silver Screen

The village that keeps innovating

Not to be overlooked, the now tiny town of Silverton (meaning ‘Silver Town’) set the stage for the region’s mining prowess. The discovery of silver and lead in 1883 saw Silverton’s quick establishment, and by 1885, it supported a busy community of 3000 miners, mostly from Cornwall, England. When mining began in the same year at the more abundant Line of Lode, the mass exodus of labour to Broken Hill took most of its buildings with it.

However, there was no moving the Silverton Hotel, now one of Australia’s most iconic outback pubs and where mining giant BHP (Broken Hill Proprietary, now BHP Billiton) was formed. The ruins of the former hotel where the historic event took place can still be viewed out back and, with fortunate timing, so can the town’s four freely roaming resident donkeys making a scene for carrots at the pub’s entrance.

As the set of the 1971 thriller Wake in Fright, the hotel kickstarted the region’s foray into cinema, cemented a decade later with Mad Max 2 filmed on the nearby Mundi Mundi Plains. Adrian Bennett, a franchise-film buff and a transplant from Yorkshire, England, is behind the hugely popular Mad Max 2 Museum filled with authentic and replica items from the postapocalyptic set. Spot both buildings from the back of a camel with Petah Devine of Silverton Outback Camels, who carries on the region’s cameleer history. Spend dusk on a sunset camel tour or soaking in the view from the Mundi Mundi Lookout.


OTHER WORTHY ATTRACTIONS

Living Desert Sculptures

Large sandstone sculptures overlooking Living Desert State Park and popular sunset spot. Tickets valid for 24 hours.

Outback Astronomy

An expert interprets the spectacular desert night sky while you enjoy a cheese board and a glass of bubbly.

Big Picture

The world’s largest canvas painting; nine tonnes of paint were used on this 100m-long, 12m-high outback panorama.

Heritage Walk Tours

Dive into Broken Hill’s history with an informative guided walking tour. Book at the Visitor Information Centre.

Broken Hill City Art Gallery

Free, ever-changing exhibits with strong Indigenous representation in its displayed works and gift shop.



Eating in Broken Hill & Silverton: Our Picks

Silly Goat: A standout, this edgy, modern-style cafe is the place for coffee and brunch in Broken Hill. 6am-2pm Tue-Fri, 7am-1.30pm Sat $$

Shearer’s Cook Tavern: Next to Silverton’s Mad Max 2 Museum, inviting hosts serve comforting Australian cuisine. hours vary $$

Silverton Bakery: Salivating selection of in-house baked goods. Try the trusty pies or sourdough bread. 9am-2pm Tue-Fri, to 3.30pm Sat & Sun $

Trinders in The Astra: Serving classic pub fare with a touch of fancy on Broken Hill’s main street. 6-8.30pm, bar 5pm-late $$$

The Region Without Mining

A sacred journey in Mutawintji

A 1½-hour drive northeast of Broken Hill, Mutawintji National Park was the first national park in NSW to be handed back to its Traditional Custodians (the Malyangapa and Pantjikali clans of the Barkandji nation) through state legislation. Largely regarded as the most significant Aboriginal ceremony and law business place in western NSW, Mutawintji features 300 recorded art sites with 5000 Panaramitee engravings, a petroglyph style of rock etching that acts as an intergenerational Indigenous cultural library.

In contrast to the open outback terrain of Broken Hill cleared of vegetation to sustain the mining industry, here you stand among giant leopardwood, beefwood, mulga, cypress pines and river red gum trees. The park has numerous walking tracks from Grade 2 to 5, but access to the Mutawintji Historic Site in Nootumbulla Gorge, which contains the Main Engraving Site and the innermost ceremonial sanctum, is with an authorised Aboriginal guide only.

Visitors can book a half-day Kulluwirru Dreaming Tour via Mutawintji Heritage Tours (mutawintjiheritagetours.com.au), an Aboriginal-owned and -operated not-for-profit enterprise by the Mutawintji Land Council. Those travelling from Broken Hill should note that Mutawintji is in a different time zone.
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EXPLORE BROKEN HILL’S ART SCENE
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Kathy Graham, gallery and museum manager at Broken Hill City Art Gallery, suggests where to continue your art exploratio,. 

Pro Hart Gallery

It doesn’t get any more Broken Hill than legendary former-miner-turned-artist Pro Hart. 

Absalom’s Gallery

Another Broken Hill icon, outback survivalist Jack Absalom was one of the ‘Brushmen of the Bush’, a collective of local artists, including Pro Hart, that put the city on the map for its art in the ’70s. 

John Dynon Gallery

Out in Silverton, expect colourful and whimsy from this painter, along with an emu or two. 

Bush ’n’ Beyond Studio Gallery

Pastel painter Wendy Martin produces wonderful 2D works, as well as beautiful handmade polymer clay jewellery.



Drinking in Broken Hill & Silverton: Our Picks

Bell’s Milk Bar: A buzzing 1950s retro-style milk bar. Try the signature green lime spider (ice cream float). 10am-5pm Sun-Wed, to 9pm Fri & Sat

Palace Hotel: Of Priscilla film fame; snap photos of the lobby by donation. Regular karaoke and drag bingo nights. hours vary, open daily

Broken Hill Pub: Friendly corner pub with a large outdoor dining space; perfect for when the heat dies down. 11am-10pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

Silverton Hotel: Pints come with ‘marital advice’ on the pub’s ceiling and often some heehawing donkeys. 8am-7pm Mon-Sat, from 10am Sun




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Canberra

Village Hostels $ Basic dorms and private rooms in a great location. Games room, rooftop terrace, kitchen, barbecue facilities and a bar.

Alivio Tourist Park $ This budget option with apartments, cabins, caravan sites, playgrounds and a pool is 4km from the city centre.

Citystyle Apartments $$ Great-value one- and two-bed apartments in Braddon for extra space for longer stays, with a second site in Belconnen.

Little National Hotel $$ With a 24-hour spa and gym, bikes, and a library space perfect for remote working, this hotel offers luxury on a budget.

East Hotel $$$ These family-friendly apartments are comfortable and stylish, with extras like free entry to Manuka Pool, laundry, kitchenettes and three on-site restaurants.

Yass & Murrumbateman

Abode Murrumbateman $$ This dog-friendly hotel has free bikes to explore the surrounding vineyards and a decent pub nearby.

Globe Inn $$$ Spacious rooms and delicious breakfast at this charming adults-only 1800s B&B with a fireplace in the heart of Yass.

Wagga Wagga

BIG4 Ingenia Holiday Park $ The closest caravan park to town, this dog-friendly park has unpowered and powered sites, cabins sleeping four to eight people, a pool and a playground.

Townhouse Hotel $$ Good-value rooms in the centre of town with free entry to the Oasis pool and gym. The on-site restaurant Oakroom is impressive.

Mantra Pavilion Hotel $$ Stylish hotel with some pet-friendly rooms; it’s close to restaurants at the bottom end of town.

Albury

Astor $$ This revamped retro hotel exudes a fun Palm Springs vibe. It has 40 rooms and a great pub menu.

Atura Albury $$ An art-inspired design hotel in central Albury without the high price tag. Generous breakfast, free parking and a pool.

Hay

Bidgee Motor Inn $ On the main street, Bidgee is the pick of a bunch of roadside motels. Comfy beds, spotless rooms and EV chargers at a good price.

Convent Boutique Hotel $$ This boutique hotel in a former convent has four rooms, two apartments, a pool and a cafe for breakfast.

Griffith

Gem Hotel $$ Super stylish suites and rooms, secure parking and great meals in the Bull & Bell Steakhouse.

Coro Club $$ Simple, budget-friendly, spacious rooms with plenty of parking; adjacent to a club with great-value meals and specials.

Snowy Mountains

Kookaburra Lodge $$ One of the cheapest options in Jindabyne with no minimum stay. Free hot breakfast and a large cosy lounge with a fireplace.

Kinross Inn $$ Budget hotel in Cooma with spacious rooms and a heated indoor pool. Free parking and an easy walk to restaurants.

Thredbo Alpine Hotel $$$ If you want to stay on the mountain, this is the best spot in Thredbo. Big breakfast, parking, sauna, bike and ski storage included.
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Orange

Millthorpe Motel $$ Enjoy a relaxing stay in a beautiful boutique property with kitchenettes in the heart of historic Millthorpe.

Oriana $$$ This revamped drive-up motel is the epitome of retro cool. Huge beer garden, a pool bar and an upmarket restaurant inside.

Byng Street Boutique Hotel $$$ Set in a historical homestead, this boutique hotel exudes luxury and sophistication across 22 rooms.

Dubbo

NRMA Dubbo Holiday Park $ If you’re travelling with kids or a van, this dog-friendly park offers clean cabins, units, glamping tents and van sites, plus a playground and a pool.

Orana Motel $$ Among a strip of roadside motels, Orana stands out for its stylish rooms, large pool, EV charger and delicious Thai restaurant.


Bathurst

Heritage Inn Bathurst $$ Generously sized and well-appointed rooms at a good price and just a short walk into town.

Bishop’s Court Estate $$$ Each room in this historic manor hotel in the heart of town is fitted out with antique furnishings and luxurious bedding. There’s also a champagne hour.

Lightning Ridge

Carinya Station $ Spend a night under the stars in the glamping tents or your own van or tent on this family farm 10 minutes out of the Ridge.

BIG4 Opal Holiday Park $ A well-maintained park with a range of cabins and sites with a pool just a short drive to town.

Coonabarabran

Warrumbungles Mountain Motel $ This sprawling property is the closest spot to Warrumbungles National Park, with cabins, units, campsites and optimum stargazing from the motel.

Acacia Motor Lodge $$ Spacious rooms within easy reach of town, with a swimming pool, a spa and a free buffet breakfast.

Tamworth

CH Boutique Hotel $$ Tamworth’s swankiest hotel, with 33 rooms in a modern annex and 29 rooms in the original building, decorated in sleek monochrome.

Armidale

Tattersalls Hotel $$ A major renovation has revived the vintage glamour of ‘the Tatt’, established in 1854.

Tenterfield

Tenterfield Lodge & Caravan Park $ This pleasant, pet-friendly place has campsites and cabins, a camp kitchen, a laundry, a book exchange and even a self-serve dog wash.

Commercial Boutique Hotel $$ Handsome art-deco pub reinvented as a glamorous boutique hotel, with eight stylish en-suite rooms. Good gastropub fare served downstairs.

Broken Hill & Silverton

Imperial Fine Accommodation $$ Short walk from Argent St, this elegant, heritage building with a pool is a respite after a day’s sightseeing; free off-street parking.

Silverton Hotel $$ Modern rooms with a rustic feel at the back of this historic country pub. Breakfast, lunch and dinner are available on-site.

Red Earth Motel $$ Immaculate apartment-style rooms at the end of Argent St; easy walk to cafes and downtown attractions.

Emaroo Cottages $$ Four comfortable, self-contained and pet-friendly homes around Broken Hill – ideal for families, groups and self-caterers. Minimum two-night stay.





Southeast Queensland & the Fraser Coast
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FUN IN THE SUN


Welcome to the holiday capital of Australia, where the sun is almost always shining from the coast to the countryside.
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Rainbow Beach | VALERIALINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Queensland is calling, goes one of the state’s latest catchcries. And if that call is coming from southeast Queensland and the Fraser Coast, trust us on this one – you’re going to want to pick up. Between the balmy year-round climate, heartbreakingly beautiful coastline, verdant subtropical rainforests and relaxed lifestyle, it’s easy to understand why one in seven Australians choose to live here.

At its centre is the capital Brisbane (Meeanjin), which has never been buzzier, as its 2032 Summer Olympics hosting duties draw nearer. To the southwest is a slice of countryside so picturesque it’s called the Scenic Rim, while to the east lie the lovely North Stradbroke (Minjerribah) and Moreton (Mulgumpin) sand islands, both ripe for exploration. Stretching south to the Queensland–New South Wales (NSW) border is the Gold Coast, with its glittering beaches, alfresco dining culture, family-friendly entertainment and lush hinterland. North of Brisbane, the pace becomes even more laid-back on the Sunshine Coast. The only place in the world where three UNESCO biospheres sit side by side, its collection of coastal and hinterland villages culminate at the sublime holiday haven of Noosa. From here the Fraser Coast takes over, yet another natural playground known for its superb whale watching and one of Australia’s greatest adventures: the wild and rugged sand island of K’gari (formerly Fraser Island). Slap on some sunscreen, and dive in.
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THE MAIN AREAS

BRISBANE

Balmy riverside capital.

SURFERS PARADISE & THE GOLD COAST

Fun for all.

GOLD COAST HINTERLAND

National parks and gourmet delights.

NOOSA & THE SUNSHINE COAST

The name says it all.

HERVEY BAY & THE FRASER COAST

4WD adventures.






Find Your Way


Southeast Queensland and the Fraser Coast occupies a vast area, with each regional hub offering a different adventure. We’ve picked the highlights in each area, so you can choose what piques your wanderlust.
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Plan Your Days


If you came for the beaches, head to the Gold Coast or Noosa on the Sunshine Coast. But it's worth making time to soak up the sights of Brisbane, as well as the countryside and islands beyond.
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Flying Visit

• Choose between the bounty of history, arts and opportunites for gastronomic indulgence in Brisbane or hit the glittering beaches, barefoot cafes and nightlife of the Gold Coast. While these twin cities are only an hour apart by car, it’s easier to stick with one spot if you only have two or three days to spare, as there's plenty to keep you busy in both. If the weather isn't ideal, Brisbane offers a wider range of indoor attractions within a more compact area.




Around Five Days to Work With

• Spend a couple of days getting to know Brisbane or the Gold Coast, depending which city you arrive in, then switch. You could alternatively base yourself in Brisbane and take day trips to the likes of the Gold Coast, Moreton Island and North Stradbroke Island, or use the Gold Coast as a base to explore the walking trails and waterfalls of the Gold Coast Hinterland.

• From Brisbane, you could even squeeze in a long day trip or easy overnight visit to Noosa, the jewel of the Sunshine Coast, just a two-hour drive north of the capital.




Longer to Travel Around

• After you’ve had a good look around Brisbane and the Gold Coast, rent a car and head inland to explore the rolling hills of the Scenic Rim and the Granite Belt, or head north to Noosa and the Sunshine Coast.

• Then cast away to K’gari for a few days of 4WD adventures and floating in crystalline lakes. Or camp out in the Gold Coast Hinterland or Sunshine Coast Hinterland for a few days of rainforest hiking – perhaps on one of the region’s epic multiday trails.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Temperatures (in and out of the water) are comfortably warm year-round along the coast, but the heat and humidity of the summer months can be a bit overwhelming for some visitors.

APRIL

Watch the world's top surfers shred Snapper Rocks at the Gold Coast Pro, the first stop in the World Surf League's Challenger Series.
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MAY

A good time to be in Brisbane, with the Brisbane Comedy Festival and the Brisbane Writers Festival both on.
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JULY

Winters are wonderfully mild on the Sunshine Coast, which hosts its signature food festival, The Curated Plate, over 10 days in July.
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AUGUST

Climb aboard a whale-watching tour in Hervey Bay or Moreton Island, as the annual whale migration reaches its peak.
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SEPTEMBER

Brisbane celebrates a trio of big events including Ekka, Brisbane Festival and Brisbane Pride Festival.
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OCTOBER

The jacaranda trees of Brisbane burst into bloom, bathing the city in a dreamy purple haze.
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DECEMBER

The summer party season on the Gold Coast is in full swing, with club nights, music festivals and other alfresco events galore.
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Brisbane

ARTS | BREWS | ALFRESCO DINING


[image: jpg]

If you live life sunny side up, you’ll love Brisbane (Meeanjin). The charms of Queensland’s capital are undeniable: the weather, the arts, the cafes, the bars, the beautiful old Queenslander houses, the relaxed, big-country-town feel. But it’s the Brisbane River that gives the city – built on the traditional lands of the Jagera and Turrbal peoples – its edge. This sinuous channel (known to locals as the Brown Snake) carves the city into a patchwork of urban villages, each with a distinct style: bohemian West End; glitzy CBD (Central Business District); arts-forward South Bank; leafy and exclusive New Farm. Together they amount to a subtropical capital of great diversity, sophistication and charisma quite unique compared with that of Sydney and Melbourne. With a fresh energy about Brisbane, as it prepares to host the 2032 Summer Olympics, it’s a golden opportunity to get a taste of the city as ribbons are cut on new developments and Brisbane gets set to glow on the world stage.


GETTING AROUND

Roma St is the nerve centre of Brisbane’s transport network: all city trainlines (including the Gold Coast and Airport Line; the Cross River Rail line is due to open in 2025) stop here, and long-distance trains leave from here. The Brisbane Coach Terminal is located inside the station. You can use a credit or debit card to tap and pay for fares on trains, buses, CityCat ferries and trams, but you’ll save money with a Go Card, which is available at all stations. E-bikes and e-scooters are available to rent through Beam and Neuron; CityHopper ferries are free.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 City Hall

2 Museum of Brisbane

3 Old Government House

4 Queensland Cultural Centre

5 South Bank Parklands

SIGHTS

6 City Botanic Gardens

7 Commissariat Store Museum

8 Fish Lane

9 Gallery of Modern Art

10 Greek Orthodox Church of St George

11 Kangaroo Point Cliffs

12 King Edward Park Air Raid Shelter

13 Memorial Galleries

14 Old Windmill

15 Parliament House

16 Pillars Project

17 Queen’s Wharf Brisbane

see 4 Queensland Art Gallery

18 Queensland Museum & Sciencentre

19 QUT Art Museum

20 Roma Street Parkland

21 Stanley St Plaza

22 State Library of Queensland

23 Wheel of Brisbane

24 Zapeion

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

25 Brisbane Greeters

26 Streets Beach

SLEEPING

27 Hotel Indigo

28 Inchcolm by Ovolo

29 Selina

30 Westin Brisbane

EATING

31 Bar Rosa Vini & Piatti

32 Birrunga Gallery & Dining

33 Exhibition

34 Hello Please

35 IPPIN Japanese Dining

36 Little Greek Taverna

37 Lune

38 New Shanghai

see 35 Yamas Greek + Drink

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

39 Alba Bar & Delicatessen

40 Antico

41 Brooklyn Standard

42 Catchment Brewing Co

43 Coffee Iconic

44 Dr Gimlette

45 Gresham Bar

46 Lina Rooftop

see 31 Maker

47 Next Episode

48 Sportsman Hotel

ENTERTAINMENT

49 Moonlight Cinema

50 Queensland Performing Arts Centre

51 Riverstage

52 South Bank Piazza

SHOPPING

53 Brisbane Arcade

54 Brisbane Riverside Markets

see 21 Collective Markets South Bank

55 Meeanjin Markets

56 Queen Street Mall
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Brisbane City Council’s free Brisbane app is a handy resource, with micro-guides, event listings and fun things to do, including a map of public art to explore.



Hallowed Hall

Tour the Brisbane City Hall and Brisbane Museum

Fronted by a row of sequoia-sized Corinthian columns, Australia’s largest city hall was built between 1920 and 1930 – the second-largest construction project of its time after the Sydney Harbour Bridge. Although free, fascinating heritage tours (up to three tours daily, 45 minutes) of the sandstone behemoth should be booked in advance (museumofbrisbane.com.au). Free tours of the building’s 85m-high clock tower run every 15 minutes from 10am to 5pm, and also need to be booked online. You can also just wander in and admire the grand foyer, with its mosaic flooring and marble staircases. Clock-tower tours begin at the excellent Museum of Brisbane on the 3rd floor, which explores historic and modern aspects of Brisbane through changing exhibitions offering progressive insights into Queensland’s capital. When we visited, exhibitions included a collection of 100 works from various eras depicting Brisbane, and a celebration of flower-inspired art displayed in a gallery designed to mimic a Queenslander home.

Birth of a Capital

History and horticulture of Gardens Point

Nestling in an elbow of the Brisbane River, next to the modern-day CBD, Gardens Point is the birthplace of modern Brisbane. At its centre stands Old Government House; Queensland’s most important heritage building, this 1862 showpiece was designed by estimable government architect Charles Tiffin as a residence for Sir George Bowen, Queensland’s first governor. The sparsely furnished interior (open to the public from Tuesday to Friday, and Sunday) was restored in 2009, and the property offers free podcast tours and one-hour guided tours; the latter must be booked in advance. The 1st floor houses the worthy William Robinson Gallery, dedicated to the Australian artist and home to an impressive collection of his paintings, prints, drawings, sculpture and ceramics.

Nearby is Parliament House; with a roof clad in Mt Isa copper, this lovely blanched-white stone, French Renaissance–style building was completed in 1867. The only way to peek inside is on one of the free 30-minute tours, which leave on the hour between 11am and 4pm, Monday to Friday (2pm only when parliament is sitting). Arrive five minutes before tours begin and don’t forget to bring photo ID; no need to book.

Both buildings overlook the City Botanic Gardens. Originally a collection of food crops planted by convicts in 1825, it’s now Brisbane’s favourite green space. Descending gently from the Queensland University of Technology campus to the river, its manicured lawns, tangled Moreton Bay figs, bunya pines, rainforest and mangroves are a soothing elixir for frazzled urbanites. Free one-hour guided tours leave from the information kiosk on Main Dr at 11am and 1pm Monday to Saturday. On Sundays, the gardens host the popular Brisbane Riverside Markets, while the Riverstage hosts everything from large-scale concerts to community events.
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BRISBANE’S KEY RETAIL PRECINCTS

Queen Street Mall

Brisbane’s original shopping strip has experienced a revival, with big-name brands rubbing shoulders with high-street favourites.

Brisbane Arcade

Just off Queen St Mall, this historic arcade brims with timeless elegance and boutique and luxury goods.

James Street , Fortitude Valley

The treelined charm of Brisbane’s boutique shopping HQ has a way of loosening the purse strings.

Latrobe Terrace, Paddington

Fuel up at a cafe before browsing the fashion and lifestyle boutiques and vintage stores on this strip northwest of Suncorp Stadium.

Oxford Street, Bulimba

Catch the CityCat to this homeware hub in East Brisbane.



Eating in the City Centre: Our Picks

Lune: Yes, it’s worth forking out at least $7 for a speciality croissant. 7.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Alba Bar & Delicatessen: Tipples are designed to be enjoyed with Basque-inspired share plates. noon-10pm Tue-Fri, 3pm-midnight Sat $$

New Shanghai: The xiao long bao (steamed pork dumplings) make a great budget lunch in this buzzing food court. 11am-8pm $

Exhibition: Special occasion? Be wowed by peak-season produce reimagined in a 6-course degustation. 5.30-11pm Tue-Sat $$$

Convict Relics

Visit the Commissariat Store Museum and Old Windmill

Only two convict-built structures remain in today's Brisbane. Built in 1829, a former government storehouse now housing the Commissariat Store Museum is the city's oldest occupied building. Inside is a somewhat tired yet interesting little museum with a focus on the region’s convict and colonial history. Don’t miss the wince-inducing convict ‘fingers’ – it's thought some convicts would slice off their digits to get out of gruelling labour tasks. One such task delegated to convicts was walking on a treadmill for up to 14 hours a day to grind corn and wheat. The treadmill was installed at the base of the Old Windmill on Wickham Tce. Built by convicts in 1828, the sandstone windmill was positioned poorly to catch the breeze, making its primary function redundant. The building, which had a cruel reputation for torture and punishment, was later used for a range of purposes, from a signal tower to the first home of the Queensland Museum. The interior isn't open to the public, but you can walk around the base.

Fit for a Queen

Introducing Queen’s Wharf

Rising up from the edge of the CBD, the multi-billion-dollar lifestyle and entertainment precinct known as Queen’s Wharf Brisbane is huge – in every sense. Blending repurposed heritage buildings along the river’s edge with contemporary architecture, this bold new addition to the city’s skyline, due to partly open in August 2024, is anchored by The Star Brisbane casino complex. But it’s not only designed to be a destination for high-rollers: the precinct also houses a slew of dining and entertainment options, a sky deck, several hotels, and green spaces and trails. It's also now linked to South Bank by the new pedestrian Neville Bonner Bridge. Take a virtual tour on the website (queenswharfbrisbane.com.au/explore).


A BRIEF BACKSTORY OF BRISBANE

Grassy forests once stretched across the plains of the Brisbane region, offering an ideal hunting ground for game, including kangaroo, wallaby and possum that sustained the Aboriginal groups of the area for around 22,000 years. The Jagera and Turrbal peoples both claim the site of modern-day Brisbane as their traditional homelands, known as Meeanjin in the Yuggera language. To the Turrbal people, it means ‘place of the blue water lilies’ – once a common sight on the Brisbane River.

The British settlement of Brisbane as a penal colony in 1825 led to interracial tensions that left few First Nations survivors, particularly among the Turrbal clan, which counts fewer than 50 members today.



Drinking in the City Centre: Our Picks

Coffee Iconic: Tucked down an alley, this longstanding garden cafe is a caffeine-fueled oasis. 7am-2.30pm Mon-Fri, 8am-2pm Sat

Dr Gimlette: Named for the surgeon who inspired the famed gin elixir, this vintage-style bar takes cocktails seriously. 3pm-1am or 2am

Antico: This newish split-level spot proves there can never be too many old-world cocktail bars in Burnett Ln. 4pm-1am Sun-Thu, to 2am Fri & Sat

Gresham Bar: When you just want a casual drink with a bit of atmosphere, this bar in an 1885 former bank hits the spot. 11am-2am Mon-Fri, from 5pm Sat

Tap into Local Intel

Meet the Brisbane Greeters

Offering a fascinating introduction to the city, Brisbane Greeters is a collective of passionate volunteer local guides who share Brisbane’s stories, and their favourite spots, on a range of free walking tours. Bookable until 4pm the day before, the daily Greeter’s Choice (10am, two to three hours) in the CBD includes visits to hidden gems even many locals don't know about. Other CBD tours focus on 21st-century Brisbane and Brisbane’s penal history, while neighbourhood tours explore Fortitude Valley, West End, Kangaroo Point, Bulimba and beyond. There’s also a Greeters Choice twilight tour. While free, all tours must be booked online (brisbane.qld.gov.au).

A Visual Feast

Brisbane’s cultural district

On South Bank, just across the river from the CBD, the Queensland Cultural Centre is Brisbane’s cultural confluence. Surrounded by subtropical gardens, its collection of arts institutions includes the Queensland Performing Arts Centre (QPAC), the Queensland Museum & Sciencentre, the State Library of Queensland, and the Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA).

If you have kids in tow, a good place to start is the Queensland Museum & Sciencentre. The museum itself offers an engaging journey through the state’s history – its collection includes a skeleton of the state’s own dinosaur, Muttaburrasaurus; and the Avian Cirrus, the tiny plane in which Queensland’s Bert Hinkler made the first England-to-Australia solo flight in 1928. Meanwhile, the site’s Sciencentre is an educational fun house with a plethora of interactive exhibits delving into life science and technology. Expect long queues during school holidays.

The Queensland Art Gallery (QAG) houses a fine permanent collection, mostly of domestic artists, among them Sidney Nolan, Arthur Boyd, Margaret Olley and pioneering Aboriginal painter, Arrernte man Albert Namatjira. Occupying a hulking, brutalist-style building, the Gallery of Modern Art (GOMA) delivers world-class exhibitions of both Australian and international art in a variety of media, from painting, sculpture and photography to video, installation and film. The state’s premier performing arts centre, QPAC is home to the Queensland Ballet, Queensland Symphony Orchestra and Opera Queensland. Its 2000-seat Lyric Theatre hosts Broadway shows.


BRISBANE FUN FOR KIDS

Queensland Museum & Sciencentre

The SparkLab has 40 interactive exhibits designed for kids aged six to 13.

Lone Pine Koala Sanctuary

Young explorers can uncover the secrets of Australia’s native nocturnal wildlife on the Twilight Tour, after the daytime crowds have departed.

Story Bridge

Kids aged six and up can get a kick climbing this iconic landmark.

New Farm Park

Kids will love its treehouse-themed playground.

Children’s Art Centre

QAGOMA’s kid-friendly space has exhibitions and activities created in collaboration with artists, and programs for children under six.

Sir Thomas Brisbane Planetarium

Travel through the galaxy without leaving Mt Coot-tha.






Brisbane by Ferry
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Board one of Brisbane’s most beloved modes of transport, its CityCat catamarans, for a self-guided tour of the capital along the mighty Brisbane River. Among this fleet of ferries are free, central CityHopper services; the first three stops on this tour use these.

Begin your tour at the 1 North Quay ferry terminal on the edge of the CBD, conveniently close to the Queen Street Mall shopping precinct. Your first stop is a quick hop across the river to 2 South Bank. Get a culture hit at the Queensland Cultural Centre and enjoy a paddle at Streets Beach before boarding another CityHopper service through to the 3 Holman St ferry terminal at Kangaroo Point – this leg offers particularly memorable CBD views, especially at dusk as the city lights up against a tangerine sky. Disembark to get your adrenalin pumping on a climbing experience on the Story Bridge, or enjoy a craft brew at Sea Legs Brewing Co, close to the ferry. It’s just a short hop beneath the Story Bridge by CityHopper to 4 Howard Smith Wharves for a celebratory drink or meal. Continue by CityCat to 5 New Farm Park, home of the Brisbane Powerhouse, then catch another service to 6 Teneriffe for easy access on foot to some of Brisbane's best bars and restaurants.

If it's a Friday, Saturday or Sunday afternoon, continue on by CityCat past a string of waterfront mansions to 7 Northshore Hamilton. If you haven't eaten yet, the choices are almost infinite at the Eat Street Northshore market held in this industrial area. Hop back to the CBD by ferry or catch bus 300 at Macarthur Ave, which will get you there faster.




Day at the Urban Beach

Dive into South Bank Parklands

Should you sunbake on a sandy beach, saunter through a rainforest, or eye-up a Nepalese peace pagoda? You can do all three in this 17-hectare park overlooking the city centre. Its canopied walkways lead to performance spaces, lush lawns, restaurants and bars, and regular free events ranging from fitness classes to film screenings. The star attractions are Streets Beach, an artificial, lagoon-style swimming beach (packed on weekends); and the near-60m-high Wheel of Brisbane delivering 360-degree views of the city.

Also in the parklands is Stanley St Plaza, lined with mainstream cafes, restaurants, a handful of shops and a busy pub. On Friday night, Saturday and Sunday, the plaza hosts the tourist-heavy Collective Markets South Bank, peddling everything from artisan leather wallets and breezy summer frocks to prints, skincare and contemporary handmade jewellery. Close by, South Bank Piazza is an outdoor performance space hosting year-round events.

[image: jpg]

Streets Beach | MARTIN VALIGURSKY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Seek Out Fish Lane

A laneway revived

Connecting the cultural institutions of South Bank to bohemian West End is arguably the city’s best laneway transformation to date. Just 200m northwest of South Brisbane train station, a formerly disused laneway once known as Soda Lane is now awash with public art (look for the trio of tiny doors) and lined with more than two dozen places to eat or drink (or both). While some only open at night, a clutch of cafes keeps the lane buzzing during the day. Fish Lane also hosts events, including markets and several events, as part of February’s BrisAsia Festival.


BIG-TICKET FESTIVALS

Ekka

The Royal Queensland Show is the state’s largest annual event and a public holiday in September.

Brisbane Festival

Queensland’s showpiece arts festival runs for three weeks across August and September, with arts events aplenty.

Brisbane Comedy Festival

Laugh until you cry at more than 100 events hosted across four venues over a month in April and May.

Brisbane Pride Festival

Brisbane’s Story Bridge and City Hall are lit up in rainbow colours for this month-long LGBTIQ+ celebration in August and September.

Brisbane Writers Festival

Big-name authors (Booker Prize winner Anne Enright was a 2024 guest) converge with readers for four days in May and June.



Eating & Drinking in South Brisbane: Our Picks

Bar Rosa Vini & Piatti: Unfussy, contemporary Italian with a great wine list in Fish Lane. 5-9.30pm Tue-Thu, to 10.30pm Fri & Sat $$

Hello Please: Pan-Asian staples with an Aussie twist (think bay lobster dumplings). 5-9pm Tue-Thu, noon-9.30pm Fri & Sat $$

Maker: The type of cocktail bar where bartenders go to drink; intimate and somewhat hidden on Fish Lane. 4pm-midnight Tue-Sun

Next Episode: Check its socials for the code to enter this fun hip-hop-inspired bar hidden behind a barber shop. 5pm-midnight Wed-Sun

West Side Story

West End’s Greek roots

A series of conflicts in Greece in the early 20th century prompted several waves of migration to Australia's shores; by the 1920s, a Greek community was flourishing in Brisbane's West End. Brisbane's Greek community has since spread across the city, but there are still plenty of spots to connect with the West End neighbourhood's Greek history and community. Opposite Musgrave Park, step inside the Greek Orthodox Church of Saint George, established in 1929, to admire the beautifully painted interior. Across the road on Edmondstone St is the historic Zapeion building, a grand interwar residence that blends Greek and Queenslander-style architecture. The Little Greek Taverna and Lefkas Taverna are great spots for an authentic Hellenic feast, though we particularly enjoy the people-watching at Kafenio, which specialises in charcoal-cooked dishes.


MORE MEMORABLE BRISBANE GALLERIES

University of Queensland Art Museum

This university gallery in St Lucia has one of Queensland’s most important collections, including a collection of self-portraits.

Institute of Modern Art

An excellent noncommercial gallery in Fortitude Valley with regular showings by local and international names from the art world.

Pillars Project

Admire the vibrant collection murals on the Merivale Bridge linking South Brisbane to Milton.

QUT Art Museum

The star of this contemporary university gallery is the William Robinson collection, also showcased in the adjacent Old Government House.

Woolloongabba Art Gallery

Top spot to purchase, or just admire, contemporary Australasian art.



Eating & Drinking in West End: Our Picks

Morning After: The all-day brunch menu is more creative than most, with more dishes available from 11am. 7am-3pm $

Bar Francine: The daily changing menu means there’s always something new to love about this Euro bistro. 5-9pm Tue-Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat $$

Yamas Greek + Drink: Even the small souvlaki could feed a king at this chic Greek restaurant in West Village. 11am-10pm $$

IPPIN Japanese Dining: Flavour-packed contemporary Japanese fine dining that won’t break the bank. 11am-3pm & 5-10pm $$
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SIGHTS

1 Institute of Modern Art

2 Story Bridge

SLEEPING

3 Calile Hotel

4 Constance

5 Crystalbrook Vincent

6 Spicers Balfour Hotel

EATING

7 Agnes Bakery

8 Biànca

9 Greca

10 Himalayan Cafe

11 Hôntô

12 Short Grain

13 Stanley

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14 Beat MegaClub

15 Black Bear Lodge

16 Cielo Rooftop

17 Cloudland

18 Felons Brewing Co

19 Maya

20 Mr Percival’s

21 Nixon Room

22 Savile Row

23 Soapbox Beer

24 Suzie Wongs Good Time Bar

see 17 Valley Hops Brewing

see 25 Wickham Hotel

ENTERTAINMENT

25 Big Gay Day

26 ‘Ekka’ Royal Queensland Show

27 Fortitude Music Hall

28 Howard Smith Wharves

29 Tivoli

SHOPPING

30 Bakery Lane

31 California Lane

32 James Street

33 Winn Lane



Laneways of Fortitude Valley

Alleys reborn

One of Fortitude Valley’s best assets beyond James St is its trio of disused lanes that have been transformed into buzzing retail and hospitality destinations. All accessible from the same city block between Ann and McLachlan Sts, Bakery, Winn and California lanes (thelanesfortitudevalley.com.au) are each packed with places to eat, drink, shop and hang out. The precinct even has a hidden bar trail, and hosts regular events, from markets to art exhibitions.

Eating in Fortitude Valley: Our Picks

Agnes Bakery: Get in early for the widest choice of to-die(t)-for pastries at this James St spot. 6.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 7am Sat & Sun $

Biànca: Dusty pink furniture and terracotta tiles set a stylish scene for on-point Italian. 5-10pm Mon-Thu, 11.30am-11pm Fri-Sun $$

Hôntô: Brisbane’s best contemporary Japanese? Judge for yourself in this ultra-moody space. 5.30-9pm Mon-Thu, 5-11pm Fri & Sat, 5-9pm Sun $$

Short Grain: Chef Martin Boetz (of Longrain, Sydney, fame) serves punchy Thai flavours. noon-2.30pm Thu-Sat & 5-9pm Wed-Sat, 11.30am-3pm Sun $$$


Power to the Park

Highlights of New Farm

The leafy inner-city suburb of New Farm, directly east of Fortitude Valley, has several draws for visitors, chief among them the Brisbane Powerhouse. What was a 1920s power station is now a hub of internationally acclaimed theatre, music, comedy, dance and more. The complex also hosts a number of special series, festivals and exhibitions throughout the year, some of which are free, and the Jan Powers Farmers Market every Saturday (6am to noon). See the website (brisbanepowerhouse.org) for what’s on. You can also dine 17m above the ground at Vertigo, dubbed Australia’s first vertical restaurant (which uses the same menu as the Powerhouse's Bar Alto Italian restaurant).

Surrounding the Powerhouse is the vast New Farm Park. One of Brisbane’s best spots for a picnic, it’s easily reached by the CityCat.

Hang Out at Howard Smith Wharves

Riverside food and fun

Tucked under the northern pylons of the Story Bridge, Howard Smith Wharves is Brisbane’s shining star of urban regeneration. Constructed over three years from 1939, the heritage-listed wharves on this prime piece of real estate were largely abandoned in the 1960s after the port moved downstream. Sensitively transformed into a waterside dining and entertainment destination in 2018, it’s now one of the best places in the city to blow off steam. Anchored by the huge Felons brewery, the precinct encompasses a dozen drinking and dining options. They’re all good, but we like Greca for contemporary Greek fare, Stanley for refined Cantonese and Mr Percival’s for a sexy sundowner. When it’s time to call it a night, the stylish and sustainability-minded Crystalbrook Vincent is right next door.

Brisbane's Own Bridge Climb

Scale the Story Bridge

It might not be as big or as grand as the Sydney Harbour Bridge, but Brisbane’s showpiece bridge, linking the northeastern edge of the CBD to Kangaroo Point, sets the scene for a similarly thrilling adventure. Story Bridge Adventure Climb offers a variety of climbing options – book ahead for the popular twilight tour that takes you up a spiral staircase to a suspended walkway, where you’ll connect to a climb line and make your way up through the inner eastern arm of the bridge to the summit platform for superb views of the twinkling city.


INDIGENOUS BRISBANE

Birrunga Gallery & Dining

Browse First Nations art while you tuck into a native-ingredient-packed feast at the on-site cafe.

BlackCard Cultural Tours

See South Brisbane through Indigenous eyes on two 90-minute tours or a three-hour weaving session with bush-tucker tasting.

Nyanda Cultural Tours

Visit significant sites, sample bush tucker and more on a two-hour tour in the North Brisbane suburb of Nudgee.

Meeanjin Markets

Curated First Nations market held at South Bank on a Saturday in November or December, with occasional pop-ups.

Gallery of Modern Art

Admire an incredible showcase of works by leading Indigenous artists.



Drinking in Fortitude Valley: Our Picks

Nixon Room: Hidden behind a bronze door in a alley, this teeny bar is pure escapism. 4pm-midnight Wed-Sat, 2-10pm Sun

Savile Row: A giant chandelier dangles over this classy, old-world bar known for its whisky list. 6pm-2am Sun-Thu, to 3am Fri & Sat

Suzie Wongs Good Time Bar: Hawaiian-surf-shack-inspired dive bar with live music every night. 8pm-1am Wed & Thu, 6pm-3am Fri & Sat, 6pm-1am Sun

Valley Hops Brewing: Because you won’t find a rooftop brewery on every corner. 4pm-midnight Tue, 11am-midnight Wed, 11am-1am or 2am Thu-Sun

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1 Gabba

2 New Farm Park

3 Newstead Air Raid Shelter

4 Suncorp Stadium

5 University of Queensland Art Museum

6 Woolloongabba Art Gallery

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 GoBoat Australia

8 Spring Hill Baths

9 Story Bridge Adventure Climb

EATING

10 Bar Alto

11 Bar Francine

12 Joey’s

13 Kafenio

14 Lefkas Taverna

15 Morning After

16 Naïm

17 Pawpaw

see 10 Vertigo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Green Beacon Brewing Co

19 Niky Wine Bar

20 Range Brewing

21 Ruby, My Dear

22 Sunsets

23 Working Title Brew Co

ENTERTAINMENT

see 10 Brisbane Powerhouse

SHOPPING

see 10 Jan Powers Farmers Market

24 Latrobe Terrace

25 Oxford Street



Movies by Moonlight

Catch a flick under the stars

One of the best ways to spend a warm summer night in Brisbane is with a picnic basket and some friends at an outdoor cinema. Moonlight Cinema takes over Roma Street Parkland on the edge of the CBD from late November to mid-February. Films, which include current mainstream releases and the odd cult classic, usually screen from Tuesday to Sunday, flickering into life around 7.15pm; arrive early to get a good spot. Food and drinks (including alcohol) are available for purchase (card payments only).

A parallel option is the Sunset Cinema, which screens films on Northshore’s Maritime Green at 6.30pm or 6.45pm in March and April, with popcorn, snacks and booze for sale. Open year-round is the alfresco Dandy Powerhouse, which showcases an eclectic program of films (best enjoyed with a hand-scooped choc-top ice cream) from Thursday to Sunday, with 350 comfy armchairs and wireless headphones for every customer.

Game On

Embrace Brisbane's love of sport

Affectionately known as the Gabba, the Brisbane Cricket Ground in East Brisbane’s Woolloongabba is the best place in Queensland to catch a game of cricket; if you’re new to the game, try to get along to a Twenty20 (T20) match, which sees the game in its most explosive form. The cricket season runs from late September to March. The Gabba also hosts Australian Rules (AFL) football matches during the season from late March to September, but the most popular football code in Queensland is rugby league, with matches hosted at Suncorp Stadium in Milton (west of the CBD) during its winter season. The Brisbane Broncos call this stadium home, and if you have a chance to catch a match during the annual three-game State of Origin clash between Queensland (Maroons) and New South Wales (Blues), do it! Expect some heckling if you attend in NSW team colours.

Booming Brews

Toast to Brisbane's brewing scene

After a day exploring the sights of Brisbane, it’s nice to relax with an ice-cold beer. If you prefer to sample it from the source, you won’t need to venture far. Once primarily the domain of XXXX (Queensland’s largest brewer) the city’s brew scene has exploded with microbreweries and craft-beer bars in the last decade, with two dozen breweries alone located within a stumble of the CBD. Most produce a diverse range of core brews alongside imaginative seasonals, with crowd-pleasing food menus to match. For a fun taste of the scene, join a tour with Hop On Brewery Tours, which offers a range of tours focusing on various brewing districts.


HAPPENING ’HOODS

Karen Inglis, Director of Brisbane Food & Wine Tours and Gold Coast Food & Wine Tours, shares some local insight. @brisbanefoodandwinetours

The inner-Brisbane suburbs of Teneriffe and Newstead, just beyond Fortitude Valley, are really happening at the moment. There are new cafes and restaurants popping up everywhere, along with great little neighbourhood wine bars serving beautiful Australian wines – I run a progressive long-lunch tour in this area and we are increasingly spoiled for options.

It’s an easy stroll from here to James St for more restaurants and bars, as well as great shopping, and there’s a lovely walk along the river to New Farm, from where the Brisbane Riverwalk connects to the CBD.



Eating & Drinking in New Farm & Newstead: Our Picks

Himalayan Cafe: This prayer-flag-draped Nepali stalwart was born to cure momo cravings. 5.30-9.45pm Tue-Thu & Sun, to 10.15pm Fri & Sat $

Ruby, My Dear: Inspired by Japan's jazz kissaten (bar), this bar also has a satisfying menu. 5-9pm Wed-Thu, noon-11pm Fri-Sat, noon-8pm Sun $$

Working Title Brew Co: This ultra-experimental craft brewery opened its Newstead taproom in 2023. noon-10pm Wed, Thu & Sun; to 11pm Fri & Sat

Niky Wine Bar: A no-reservations policy makes it worth a shot at snagging a table at this pastel-pink wine cave. 3-10pm Wed-Sat, 2-8pm Sun


Head Up Mt Coot-tha

Survey the city

A 15-minute drive or bus ride west from the city, the huge open eucalypt Mt Coot-tha Forest is topped by 287m Mt Coot-tha, Brisbane’s highest point. The 1.9km slog to the Mt Coot-tha Summit Lookout (30 minutes) is just one of 11 trails to explore, or you can drive up to hillside attractions, including the Brisbane Botanic Gardens Mt Coot-tha, and Sir Thomas Brisbane Planetarium. Plans are underway to redevelop the long-closed Summit Restaurant; until then, the Summit Cafe and Botanic Gardens Cafe both offer decent light-dining options.
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LGBTIQ+ PARTY SCENE

Beat MegaClub

Six dance floors and drag performers every night (Wednesday to Sunday) guarantee a good time at this Fortitude Valley venue.

Wickham Hotel

Revamped in 2023, the historic Fortitude Valley pub hosts Friday's Frisk: Brisbane's official lesbian, trans and nonbinary night.

Sportsman Hotel

Gay-owned bar and hotel in Spring Hill with fun events (balls-out bingo, anyone?) every night Tuesday to Sunday.

Fluffy

Dance 'til you drop at this camp dance party held every Sunday at Cloudland in Fortitude Valley.

Big Gay Day

Alden St transforms into an outdoor dance floor during this fabulous one-day festival in May.



Drinking in Brisbane: More Great Breweries

Catchment Brewing Co: Order a Pale Select and snag a seat on the 1st-floor balcony at this happening West End taproom. noon-late

Range Brewing: It's all about the experimental 'exploring range' brews at this low-key Newstead haunt. 4pm-late Wed & Thu, from noon Fri-Sun

Green Beacon Brewing Co: This pioneer still brews some of Brisbane's best beer and serves banging burgers. 2-9pm Mon-Thu, noon-late Fri-Sun

Soapbox Beer: The excellent weekday lunch menu makes a good case for starting your night early. noon-late Wed-Sat

Host the Ultimate River Picnic

Hire a GoBoat

Soak up the views from the Brisbane River on a drive-your-own picnic boat. You don’t need a boat licence to hire an electric, Danish-designed GoBoat, each with room for up to eight people. From the launch point in Newstead (Breakfast Creek Rd), you can putter (at a maximum speed of 7km/h) all the way to South Brisbane on a half-day rental, with Esky hire available to keep your drinks cold. You can even opt to purchase a captain’s hat made from recycled PET (plastic) for the ultimate ecofriendly picnic adventure.

Scope Out Street Art

Here, there and everywhere

Brisbane has an increasingly vibrant street-art scene, with works by local and international artists found all across the city. Brisbane City Council has launched several initiatives to support the creation of public art, including Artforce Brisbane, which enables local artists to paint their original works on traffic signal boxes around Brisbane suburbs. The city even has its own street art festival running for three weeks in May, with workshops hosted at the Superordinary multi-arts space in Hamilton, and local and international artists invited to transform surfaces across the city; see the festival website for a map of works completed to date (bsafest.com.au). Fortitude Valley has a particularly rich collection of public art – see some of it on a Fortitude Valley walking tour with Brisbane Greeters.

Lest We Forget

Brisbane's war relics

Brisbane played an important role in the Pacific theatre of WWII, when it was home to 80,000 Allied soldiers. Stories of secret bunkers and tunnel networks created across the city during this era have since become an ongoing source for folklore among locals, but keen-eyed travellers may notice several wartime relics hidden in plain sight: a brick air-raid shelter survives at a bus stop in Newstead, just behind the Teneriffe ferry terminal, while the only remaining stone air-raid shelter left is shrouded by greenery at the base of King Edward Park.

Also easily missed are the free-to-visit Memorial Galleries accessed via the pedestrian tunnel linking Anzac Sq to Central Station. The main gallery features a series of fascinating touchscreen displays that tell the war stories of Brisbane, and those of the people who lived through it.

The birthplace of Brisbane's military history lies near the mouth of the Brisbane River. Built in 1881 and used for the defence of Brisbane until the end of WWII, the pentagonal fortress of Fort Lytton remains concealed behind grassy embankments directly south of the Port of Brisbane. It's now the centrepiece of Fort Lytton National Park, which opens to the public on Sundays (10am to 4pm), with 90-minute tours running from 10.30am to 2pm.


WHERE TO ADMIRE SPRINGTIME JACARANDAS

City Botanic Gardens

The first jacaranda grown in Australia was planted here in 1864.

New Farm Park

Roll out a picnic rug and feast below the lavender blooms in this pleasant park.

Roma Street Parkland

After stumbling across a white jacaranda in a suburban street, former parkland curator Robert Dobbs installed a path of these pale blooms.

Kangaroo Point

Jacarandas have been tastefully planted in many suburbs, including along the riverside at Kangaroo Point.

Brisbane Botanic Gardens Mt Coot-tha

Like its inner-city counterpart, these lofty gardens have an array of jacarandas just waiting to be photographed.



Eating in Brisbane: Best of the Rest

Pawpaw: Breakfast and lunch are available all day at this oasis of Pan-Asian goodness near the Gabba. 7am-3pm daily & 5-9pm Wed-Sat $

Naïm: This popular Middle Eastern restaurant in Paddington recently added a wine bar, the Hamsa Room. 8am-2pm Tue-Sun & 5-10pm Tue-Sat $$

Joey’s: The Brown Snake shimmers beneath this summery bistro perched on the Kangaroo Point cliffs. 6-11am & noon-9pm daily, to 10pm Sat & Sun $$

Da Biuso: Italian degustation on a mobile vintage coach/old-world dining car? Don't mind if we do. 6-10pm Thu, noon-10pm Fri-Sun $$$


Walks & Wombats

Go wild at D’Aguilar National Park

Suburban malaise? Slake your wilderness cravings at this 40,000-hectare national park just 12km northwest of central Brisbane. Pronounced ‘dee-ag-lar’, its mix of open eucalypt woodlands, scribbly gum forests and subtropical rainforests claim over 800 plant species. Maps are available at the Walkabout Creek Discovery Centre at the park’s entrance on Mount Nebo Rd, on the shores of the Enoggera Reservoir. Also here is a cafe and the Wildlife Centre, where you can observe local critters, including reptiles, nocturnal marsupials and mammals, including a wombat and a rare Lumholtz’s tree-kangaroo.

Walking trails in the park range from a few hundred metres to a 25km loop shared with mountain bikers. Among them is the 6km-return Morelia Track at the Manorina day-use area and the 4.3km-return Greenes Falls Track at Mt Glorious. Mountain biking and horse riding are also options. You can camp in the park too, in remote, walk-in bush camp sites. There are a couple of walks (1.5km and 5km return) kicking off from the Discovery Centre, but other walks are a fair distance away (so you’ll need your own wheels). To get here, catch bus 385 from King George Sq in central Brisbane to The Gap Park ’n’ Ride, then continue walking 650m up the road. Bring your swimming costume for a refreshing dip in the vast reservoir, with kayaks and stand-up paddleboards available for hire from Walkabout Creek Adventures at the Discovery Centre.
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MORE TOP SPOTS TO COOL OFF

Streets Beach

Feel the sand between your toes without leaving the city centre at South Bank’s urban beach.

Nautilus Pool & Bar

Brisbane’s only swim-up pool bar, in the CBD’s Westin Brisbane, opens to the public on weekends.

Spring Hill Baths

Dive into Brisbane’s history as you swim laps at this heritage-listed 25-yard (23.43m) enclosed heated pool, built in 1886.

Suttons Beach

Laze in the constructed lagoon or paddle in the sheltered waters of Redcliffe, a 40-minute drive from the CBD.

Lina Rooftop

Sip cocktails between refreshing dips at this Mediterranean-styled rooftop pool bar in South Bank.



Drinking in Brisbane: Great Rooftop Bars

Cielo Rooftop: Olive trees and a dedicated spritz list give this Fortitude Valley bar a Mediterranean vibe. 4-10pm Thu & Fri, from noon Sat & Sun

Sunsets: Pair cool cocktails with Mediterranean plates in a desert oasis above Kangaroo Point. noon-10pm Thu-Sun

Maya: Sip margaritas above Fortitude Valley at this Mexican-inspired spot. noon-11pm Wed & Thu, until late Fri-Sun

Spicers Balfour Hotel: Watch Story Bridge light up from this lovely little bar atop a New Farm boutique hotel. 5-9pm or later




Beyond Brisbane


[image: jpg]

Head east for spectacular sand islands, or west for charming country towns, rural life, wine and nature.


One of the best things about Brisbane is the diversity of adventures on its doorstep. North Stradbroke Island (Minjerribah) is home to glorious powdery white beaches, freshwater lakes, Aboriginal culture and more, while the wild beauty of Moreton Island (Mulgumpin) is protected by Moreton Island National Park and Recreation Area. And Bribie Island offers an easy option for a beach swim.

To the west, Toowoomba is one of Queensland’s coolest country towns (in every sense), while to the southwest an arc of rainforest-clad mountains cradles the agricultural heartland of the Scenic Rim. Head further southwest for a taste of Australia’s most northerly – and arguably most relaxed – wine region in the Granite Belt.
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Places

North Stradbroke Island

Moreton Island

Bribie Island

Toowoomba

Scenic Rim

Granite Belt


GETTING AROUND

Daily ferries connect Brisbane with North Stradbroke (30 minutes from the suburb of Cleveland) and Moreton (75 minutes from Pinkenba) islands. Connected to the mainland by a bridge, Bribie Island is most easily accessed by train to Caboolture, then bus, if you don’t have your own wheels. Toowoomba is also accessible by bus, but it’s handy to have a car, which is essential for exploring the Scenic Rim and Granite Belt independently.




North Stradbroke Island Time from Brisbane: 30 MINS [image: img]

Strike out to Straddie

An enduringly popular weekend getaway for Brisbanites, 277-sq-km North Stradbroke Island (Straddie) is the world’s second-largest sand island after K’gari. Ferries from Brisbane disgorge visitors in the small village of Dunwich, from where local buses shuttle them to attractions including beautiful Cylinder Beach at Point Lookout, the island’s northeastern tip. The 1.5km North Gorge Walk looping around the Point Lookout headland is a must, with even better views during the annual whale migration from June to October.

Wild walks and camping

There are more great walks in Naree Budjong Djara National Park, which covers roughly half of North Stradbroke Island. To access the heart of the park and its glittering Blue Lake (Kaboora), head 6.5km east of Dunwich on Alfred Martin Way. From the roadside national park car park, there are three trailheads; taking you through dwarf eucalypts and past Tortoise Lagoon, the Kabora Track (3km one-way, allow three hours return) is the most direct trail to the lake. Keep an eye out for forest birds, skittish lizards and swamp wallabies along the way. There’s a viewing platform at the lake, which is encircled by a forest of paperbarks, eucalypts and banksias.

The only place to camp in the park is at Blaksley, which is only accessible by boat or kayak. Eight other beach camping areas are managed by Minjerribah Camping (minjerribahcamping.com.au) and should be booked in advance. Some require a 4WD to get to, but there’s a trio of camping areas at Point Lookout easily accessible to carless visitors.


QUANDAMOOKA COUNTRY

The waters and lands of the Moreton Bay region lie on the traditional territory of the Quandamooka peoples, including the Ngugi of Mulgumpin (Moreton Island) and the Gorenpul and Nunukal of Minjerribah (North Stradbroke Island). You might spot evidence of their continuing connection to the landscape in the form of middens and wildlife linked with traditions and customs.

On Straddie, Yura Tours and Straddie Adventures offer memorable ways to explore Quandamooka Country with a Traditional Custodian on tours spanning cultural walks to sandboarding tours.

It’s good to know before you go that ‘Minjerribah’ means ‘place of many mosquitoes’ – while the bugs aren’t a total buzzkill, it’s good to bring long, light clothing.



Eating & Drinking on North Stradbroke Island: Our Picks

Perry’s Seafood: The pick of fish-and-chips spots in Dunwich. Try a local mullet burger. 11am-8pm Tue-Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat $

Blue Room Cafe: Enjoy coffee and simple but tasty cafe fare with a view at Point Lookout. 7am-2pm $

Sealevel 21: Solid bistro fare in Amity Point, with a good $25 lunch-and-drink deal. 11.30am-9pm Wed-Sun $$

Straddie Brewing Co: Take in a spectacular Straddie sunset with a Point Lookout Lager in hand; near the ferry dock. 11am-9pm Thu-Mon

Moreton Island Time from Brisbane: 75 MINS [image: img]

Parks and recreation

If you like your islands on the wilder side, Moreton Island is the pick of the region’s sand islands south of K’gari. With Moreton Island National Park and Recreation Area covering 98% of the world’s third-largest sand island, its gorgeous beaches, dunes, bushland and lagoons are blissfully free of development beyond four tiny settlements: Tangalooma on the sheltered west coast, Bulwer near the northwestern tip, Cowan Cowan between Bulwer and Tangalooma, and Kooringal near the southern tip. Ferries arrive at Tangalooma – the site of Queensland’s first and only whaling station, which operated between 1952 and 1962.

Most domestic visitors bring a 4WD over on the ferry – with no sealed roads on the island, you won’t get far without one. Yet there are several trailheads near the ferry dock, including a ‘desert’ trail (1.1km return, allow one hour). Other top island walks (requiring transport) include the strenuous 2.2km-return trek up Mt Tempest. The world’s largest vegetated sand dune, it’s 3km inland from Eagers Creek. Cape Moreton Lighthouse offers great views, particularly when the whales are passing by.
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Get wrecked

Helpfully for visitors without wheels, Moreton Island’s top attraction is only a 1km walk up the beach from the ferry dock. Scuttled just offshore by the Queensland government between the 1960s and ’80s, the string of 15 rusting vessels known as the Tangalooma Wrecks provide excellent snorkelling and diving. Australian Sunset Safaris runs tours from Brisbane, including kayaking, around the Tangalooma Wrecks, as well as other water activities. If you're keen to snorkel the wrecks but don't have time to stay overnight, you can book a day cruise from Brisbane through Tangalooma Island Resort, the island’s only resort. Tangalooma also offers a suite of land- and water-based tours for resort guests only.


CAMPING ON MORETON ISLAND

There are five national park camping areas: North Point, Blue Lagoon, Comboyuro Point, Ben-Ewa, and the Wrecks – the latter is the most viable option for visitors without a car. All have toilets, cold showers and running water (treat before using). Book online (parks.des.qld.gov.au) before you get to the island (where mobile service is patchy), well in advance during peak summer and school-holiday periods.

With the only restaurant, bar and general store on the island open to the general public located in Kooringal (the excellent Gutter Bar), campers will typically need to bring all food and drink supplies from the mainland. Tangalooma Island Resort’s restaurants and convenience store are for resort guests only.




Bribie Island Time from Brisbane: 1 HR [image: img]

Beaches, butterflies and 4WD excursions

Known as Yarun (‘hunting ground’) to the island’s Traditional Custodians, the Joondoobarrie people, Bribie Island lies at the northern end of Moreton Bay. The only island in the bay linked to the mainland by bridge, Bribie today is a sedate place, popular with young families and retirees. While it’s far more developed than Stradbroke and Moreton islands, the island does harbour some beautiful, sweeping sandy beaches. Among the most popular is Woorim Beach, the closest surf beach north of Brisbane. Look out for the Woorim Water Tower – like many water towers in Queensland, it has been jazzed up with a colourful mural (there's another one in Bongaree). Stop in at the Bribie Island Visitor Information Centre, just across the bridge, for insider tips on island activities, from the Bribie Island Butterfly House to 4WD island excursions with G’Day Adventure Tours.

Take a historical pit stop

Just off Bribie Island Rd, roughly halfway between the island and Caboolture, the Abbey Museum houses an extraordinary collection of mostly European art and archaeology, once the collection of Englishman ‘Reverend’ John Ward. The Abbey Medieval Festival (Turkish oil wrestling, anyone?) is held here in June or July. The nearby Caboolture Warplane Museum woos aviation buffs with its booty of restored WWII planes, including a P51D Mustang, CAC Wirraway and Cessna Bird Dog.


BRIBIE’S SURPRISING BACKSTORY

The Joondoobarrie lived sustainably on Bribie Island for thousands of years, having even trained dolphins to herd fish towards them. The first documented encounter between the Joondoobarrie and Europeans was in 1799, when British navigator Matthew Flinders landed briefly on the island.

In 1823 castaways Thomas Pamphlett, John Finnegan and Richard Parsons spent seven months living on Yarun with the Joondoobarrie before being discovered by British surveyor John Oxley. They led Oxley to a large waterway Flinders had missed: the Brisbane River. It led to the establishment of a penal colony at today’s Redcliffe in 1824, which was moved to the area of Brisbane now known as North Quay in 1825.



Eating & Drinking on Bribie Island: Our Picks

Savige’s Seafood: The line out the door of this Bongaree takeaway says it all. 10am-7pm Sun-Thu $

Annie Lane Cafe: All-day brunch dishes made for the ’gram. Located in Bongaree. 7.30am-2pm $

Kinnarie Thai Restaurant: Consistently good staples, from pad thai to panang curry. Located in Bellara. noon-8pm Tue-Sat $

Oyster Shed Beach Club: Fresh oysters, cool drinks and fun times across the bridge in Sandstone Point. 11am-4pm Sun-Thu, to 8pm Fri & Sat $$

Toowoomba Time from Brisbane: 2 HRS [image: img]

Explore Toowoomba’s rich history

Squatting on the edge of the Great Dividing Range, 700m above sea level, Toowoomba is a sprawling country hub with wide treelined streets, stately homes and brisk winters made for red wine and crackling fires. While it’s easy to get distracted by the city’s surprisingly vibrant street art and drinking and dining scenes, Toowoomba’s rich history is well worth dipping into.

Founded in 1848 on the traditional lands of the Jagera, Giabal and Jarowair peoples, the gateway to the Darling Downs is one of Australia’s oldest inland cities. Get an evocative taste of its early days at the Cobb+Co Museum. Cobb & Co was a coaching company that played a crucial role in connecting Australia's bush settlements from the 1850s to the 1920s, and the museum houses the nation's finest collection of horse-drawn vehicles, including beautiful 19th-century Cobb & Co Royal Mail coaches and an omnibus used in Brisbane until 1924. Hands-on displays depict town life and outback travel during the horsepowered days; the museum also houses a blacksmith forge and an interesting First Nations section showcasing the stories, artefacts and artwork of the region’s Indigenous peoples.

Also offering a glimpse into life in the Australian countryside of yesteryear is the Toowoomba Regional Art Gallery, particularly its Lionel Lindsay Gallery, which features works by significant 19th-century Australian painters, including Rupert Bunny, Frederick McCubbin, Tom Roberts and Arthur Streeton. Call ahead to view the gallery’s notable library, a treat of rare books, maps and travel journals, including letters written by early European explorers who arrived in Australia, such as Ludwig Leichhardt.

Smell the roses in the Garden City

Toowoomba is known as the Garden City, and it certainly delivers on green spaces. Enjoy a moment of serenity in the Ju Raku En Japanese Garden, one of Australia’s largest traditional Japanese gardens. Roll out your picnic blanket in huge Queens Park and Botanic Gardens, or follow your nose to the scented garden in the centre of Laurel Bank Park. Created from ideas presented by the Downs Association of the Blind, the collection of fragrant blooms, herbs and shrubs is a sensory feast. To enjoy Toowoomba’s blooming gardens at their peak, time your visit for the Toowoomba Carnival of Flowers, with its four consecutive weekends of flower-focused events kicking off in early September.
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AFTER-DINNER ENTERTAINMENT IN TOOWOOMBA

Empire Theatre

This magnificent art deco theatre precinct hosts a variety of performances, from touring musical acts to plays, comedy, circus and more.

Toowoomba Repertory Theatre

The Toowoomba Repertory Theatre Society presents four major productions here per year.

Bodega

Step through a fridge door for live acts, drag bingo and flowing drinks at this fun hidden bar.

Fitzy’s

Enjoy live music from Friday through Sunday at this popular pub.

Strand Theatre

The lovely old art deco theatre now forms part of a Birch Carroll & Coyle cinema complex.



Eating & Drinking in Toowoomba: Our Picks

Bakers Duck: Famed for its artisanal sourdough bread and pastries, including gorgeous almond croissants. Good coffee, too. 7am-2pm $

Host: Come for fine wine and fancy snacks or add a hibachi-grilled main at this smart reincarnation of Zev’s Bistro. 4-9pm Thu-Sat $$

Bergen: In the Walton Stores dining precinct, this moody spot nails country fare for the modern diner. 11am-3pm & 5.30-10pm Tue-Sat $$

Uva Wine Bar: Select from more than 20 wines by the glass at this cute wine bar. 5-9pm Tue, 4pm-late Wed-Fri, from 3pm Sat

Scenic Rim Time from Brisbane: 1 HR [image: img]

Hike on the edge

Hugging the peaks of the Great Dividing Range, which cradles the western fringe of the Scenic Rim, Main Range National Park is the northernmost park in the UNESCO-listed Gondwana Rainforests of Australia. While some areas of the park affected by Australia’s 2019–20 bushfires continue to recover slowly, there are some spectacular day walks to be bagged in all four sections of the mountainous park, including Cunninghams Gap, Spicers Gap, Queen Mary Falls and Goomburra. Top day walks include the Cascades Circuit (Goomburra, 6.5km, three hours), Queen Mary Falls Circuit (2km return, 40 minutes), and the 12.4km-return slog up the Bare Rock Track and Morgans Walk (4½ hours) for awe-inspiring panoramas in all directions. But the park’s top trek is the Scenic Rim Trail, which traces the ridgeline from north to south for 47km. There are three basic walkers' camps en route (book ahead) or you can upgrade to private lodge accommodation on the luxury guided Spicers Scenic Rim Trail (scenicrimtrail.com). With nearly 30 camp sites in the national park, overnight adventures beckon.
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SCENIC RIM MARKETS & FESTIVALS

Towri Sheep Cheeses Growers Market

The dairy farm hosts a market on the first Saturday of the month with family-friendly fun.

Winter Harvest Festival

The Eat Local Month in June culminates in this one-day market at the Aratula Community Sports Complex.

Kalbar Sunflower Festival

Snap sunflower selfies and enjoy fine food, live music and more at this three-day fest in April.

Boonah Country Markets

Shop the pop-up stalls in Springleigh Park on the second and fourth Saturday of each month.

Beaudesert Markets

Find a bargain at this classic country market held on the first Saturday of each month.






Scenic Rim Road Trip

[image: jpg]

Start your engine for a leisurely two-day drive around the picturesque rural region southwest of Brisbane.

Watch the urban jungle melt into gentle rolling paddocks during the one-hour drive from the city to 1 Summer Land Camels, an innovative farm producing camel-milk products. Meet the camels, pop into the homestead to sample camel cheeses, and pick up some camel-milk skincare products at the farm store. It's only 15 minutes to 2 Elderflower Farm to pick up some fresh flowers. Continue to 3 Kooroomba Vineyard and Lavender Farm, a 30-minute drive south in Mt Alford, for winetasting, lavender selfies, and perhaps a sumptuous contemporary lunch with stellar views at its Karoomba Restaurant. For a more casual lunch, it’s just a five-minute drive to 4 Scenic Rim Brewery. Housed in a heritage general store, its Dutch-German bar food goes down a treat with a Shazza (mid-strength ale). Breathe in the fresh country air as you continue south for 40 minutes to 5 Mt Barney Lodge for the night, with camping, cabins and charming Queenslander homestead accommodation.

Rise early for a ramble in neighbouring Mt Barney National Park before making a one-hour drive north to the 6 Overflow Estate 1895, a historic grazing property turned lakeside winery (with a French-inspired restaurant) specialising in Italian varietals, including vermentino and fiano. Double back through Beaudesert (15 minutes), where the 7 Beaudesert Historical Museum offers a glimpse into the region’s pioneer days. If you're in no rush to return to Brisbane, take the scenic route back via Canungra and Tamborine Mountain, making a short detour to 8 O'Reilly's Canungra Valley Vineyards to enjoy a homestead picnic basket under the estate's silky oak trees.




Granite Belt Time from Brisbane: 3 HRS [image: img]

Sip your way along the Granite Belt

You could easily spend a week touring the 50-odd wineries of this cool-climate region known for its Strange Bird (rare) wines, many of which have cellar doors. It’s usually worth an advance phone call to the smaller cellar doors to make sure they’re open. Here are just some of our favourites.

Symphony Hill Wines is a family-owned estate near Ballandean, with the region’s highest-elevation vines. Its wines are so quaffable that three have been served on Qantas business-class flights. Signature drops include shiraz, Nero d’Avola and gewurztraminer, and the cellar door hosts are as welcoming as they are generous with tastings.

It’s all about quality over quantity at Tobin Wines, the top-rated single-vineyard Ballandean winery that produces just 100 to 160 cases of each varietal (including standout shiraz) annually. Hosted at a long bench atop a row of wine barrels, the tasting experience is informative, intimate and easily one of the Granite Belt's best.

In Severnlea, Ridgemill Estate has some notable industry credentials: co-owner Martin Cooper project-managed construction of Stanthorpe’s Queensland College of Wine Tourism, while winemaker Peter McGlashan co-established the region’s Strange Birds Wine Trail. Saperavi and chardonnay are the stars at Ridgemill, which offers a range of cellar-door experiences. The winery also has excellent cabin accommodation.


Heritage Estate operates two cellar doors just north of Stanthorpe; the one at Cottonvale – set in a converted cold store with log fire – is the more atmospheric. Notable drops include a fiano, a marsanne and warming shiraz blends. The Cottonvale venue also hosts an excellent long lunch (Thursday to Monday).

Housed in a beautiful old Queenslander, the single-vineyard Twisted Gum Wines near Ballandean is known for its crisp white wines, rich reds and a popular pink moscato, as well as its commitment to sustainable winemaking. The cellar door is only open on weekends; book ahead.

Peter Stark of Boireann Wines is one of the Granite Belt’s top winemakers, and his handmade premium reds – which include shiraz and viognier, grenache and mourvèdre, and tannat – rank among the region’s finest. Its cellar door, located at The Summit, closes on weekends.

The family-run Golden Grove Estate is especially known for its vermentino (its 2023 vintage won several awards), though its tempranillo is also worth sampling alongside the award-winning barbera (an Italian red, similar to a syrah). It’s opposite the historic Ballandean Estate.


RANGER OF THE NORTH

Australia’s longest-roaming bushranger (outlaw) once hid out in the Granite Belt. After escaping from Sydney’s Cockatoo Island Prison in 1863, convicted horse thief Frederick Wordsworth Ward (b 1835) embarked on a robbing spree as he headed north, earning himself the nickname Captain Thunderbolt.

A 20-minute drive northwest of Stanthorpe, a granite outcrop known as Donnellys Castle was one of his hideouts. It’s easy to imagine a bushranger taking refuge here as you wander between the lichen-encrusted granite boulders in this public reserve and climb up to a lookout over the rural landscape. After Captain Thunderbolt was finally shot and killed by police near Uralla in 1870, hundreds flocked to see the bullet-ridden body.



Eating & Drinking in the Granite Belt: Our Picks

Sutton’s Juice Factory: Wash down a slice of its famous apple pie with a homemade apple juice. North of Stanthorpe. 9.30am-4.30pm $

Jamworks of Glen Aplin: Come for quality, produce-driven cafe grub or to stock up on delicious preserves. 9am-4pm Wed-Sun $$

Essen: Mother-daughter chefs serve up a sumptuous set menu in Stanthorpe, highlighting Granite Belt produce. 6-9pm Thu-Sat $$$

Granite Belt Brewery: Cosy up by a crackling fire with a craft brew at this chalet-style hideaway. 10am-5pm Tue-Thu, to 9pm Fri-Mon

Get festive in the Granite Belt

The Southern Downs region celebrates a handful of weird and wonderful festivals worth planning a visit around. Among the best is the biennial Stanthorpe Apple & Grape Harvest Festival, which celebrates the harvest of Granite Belt region produce with 10 days of foodie festivities held across February and March on even-numbered years. A 45-minute drive north of Stanthorpe, Warwick and surrounding communities are yarn-bombed (decorated with crocheted or knitted material) in mid-winter by a passionate group of local ‘Yarntopians’ as part of the 10-day Jumpers & Jazz in July festival featuring more than 100 cultural and community events.

Go hiking in Girraween National Park

Girraween is an Aboriginal word meaning ‘place of flowers’, and if you visit its namesake national park east of Ballandean on the Queensland–NSW border between late winter and summer, you’ll be rewarded with bursts of wildflowers blanketing the landscape. But there is plenty more to enjoy in this eucalypt-forest-dominated park year-round, where giant boulders balance precariously on rocky outcrops, cool streams gush into inviting rock pools, and more than 170 bird species contribute to the bush soundtrack.

There are three main entrances to the park, with the pick of its 12 walking trails and the most accessible of its 16 camping areas all found in the northern section, accessed by the sealed Pyramids Rd. The park’s high elevation (approximately 1000m above sea level) means it can get pretty nippy, especially if you’re camping. Swing by Pyramids Road Wines, just off Pyramids Rd, for a bottle of belly-warming shiraz on your way in.
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TOP TRAILS TO TACKLE IN GIRRAWEEN NATIONAL PARK

The Pyramid

Make the 3.6km-return slog up this granite hill for sublime views across the bush landscape.

Bald Rock Creek Circuit

This 2.2km creekside circuit is a great meander to stretch the legs, with native flowers framing rock pools.

Granite Arch

Marvel at a natural stone archway created by massive balancing boulders on this easy 1.6km circuit suitable for the whole family.

The Junction

The spring wildflower displays, and the birdlife they attract, are a highlight of this easy 5.2km-return ramble.

Castle Rock

Allow around two hours to complete this 5.2km scramble for more great views.






Surfers Paradise & the Gold Coast

BEACHES | BARS | BRONZED BODIES
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Built for pleasure and remaining a place dedicated to sun, surf and the body beautiful, this sublime strip of coast is the Australia that visitors from cooler climes fantasise about. It's affectionately known as the 'Goldie', with a multitude of shimmering high-rises that seem incongruous against the beach, and a reputation for tackiness that's occasionally deserved. But this is far outstripped by the area’s youthful spirit and startling coastal beauty: some 52km of pristine sand with countless surf breaks, blissful water temperature and 300 sunny days a year. While Surfers Paradise’s malls and bars entertain the party kids, the other neighbourhoods have distinct draws of their own, from booming culinary scenes to retro beach-holiday nostalgia and laid-back local flavour. The Goldie lies on the traditional lands of the Yugambeh people, whose rich cultural legacy you can connect with at a great cultural centre in Burleigh Heads, and beyond.


GETTING AROUND

Gold Coast Airport is 21km south of Surfers Paradise, near Coolangatta. Brisbane Airport is 84km northwest of Surfers Paradise and accessible by train. Con-X-ion Airport Transfers runs shuttle services to/from both airports. The G:Link light rail runs from Helensvale train station through the heart of the Gold Coast to Broadbeach South, with an extension to Burleigh Heads due to open in 2025. It’s cheaper to use a Go Card on all local transport services, but you can also tap a credit or debit card.
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SIGHTS

1 Burleigh Beach

2 Burleigh Head National Park

3 Cavill Mall

4 Currumbin Alley

5 Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary

6 David Fleay Wildlife Park

7 Duranbah Beach

8 Jellurgal Aboriginal Cultural Centre

9 Main Beach Pavilion

10 SkyPoint

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Bathhouse at Ground

12 Burleigh Point

13 Cheyne Horan School of Surf

14 Federation Walk

15 Greenhouse the Bathhouse

16 Greenmount Point

17 Kirra Point

18 Native State Bathhouse & Studio Gym

19 Snapper Rocks

20 Soak Bathhouse

21 Tallebudgera Creek

SLEEPING

22 Bunk Surfers Paradise

23 Cheshire Cat

24 Pink Hotel

25 QT

EATING

26 Bar Evelyn

27 BSKT Cafe

28 Coast

29 Etsu Izakaya

30 Ferg’s

31 Hail Mary

32 Justin Lane

33 Little Bali

34 Luna’s

35 Paddock Bakery

36 Paradox Coffee Roasters

see 11 Pasture & Co

37 Restaurant Labart

38 Rick Shores

see 35 Social Eating House & Bar

39 Tarte Beach House

40 The Collective

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

41 Balter

42 Burleigh Pavilion

43 Cambus Wallace

44 Dust Temple

45 Fig & Frankie’s

46 Island Rooftop

see 45 Marilyn’s

47 Rosella’s

see 9 Southport Surf Lifesaving Club

ENTERTAINMENT

48 HOTA

SHOPPING

49 Broadbeach Sunday Market

50 Burleigh Farmers Market

see 30 Miami Marketta

51 Pacific Fair

see 50 Village Markets
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If there's one festival to catch on the Gold Coast, it's Bleach. Held over 11 days in August, this contemporary arts festival hosts a range of edgy, free and ticketed arts events (from live music to performance art).



Get Your Bearings

Head up SkyPoint

For an eagle-eye view of the coast and hinterland, zip up to observation deck near the top of the 322m-high Q1 building in Surfers Paradise. Save a few bucks on the entry fee by visiting on a weekday; you’ll still need to pay the entry fee to visit the bistro and bar up here. You can also tackle the SkyPoint Climb up the spire to a height of 270m.

Hop Over to HOTA

Home of the arts

Those who brand Surfers Paradise as cultureless clearly haven’t hopped across the Nerang River to the Goldie’s signature arts precinct. Fully opened in 2021, the colour-popping Home of the Arts (HOTA) is anchored by the vast HOTA Gallery spanning six levels and more than 2000 sq metres of exhibition space, including a children’s gallery, with zeitgeisty temporary exhibitions showcased alongside works from the gallery's 4500-strong collection. The complex also has two theatres, two cinemas, a restaurant, a cafe, and a rooftop bar with cracking views, and hosts Saturday night comedy shows in a basement space. Outside is a huge stage with seats and lawn space for 5000 people, as well as a sculpture walk and an ‘adventure trail’ winding through landscaped parklands. HOTA also hosts a Saturday morning farmers market.

Glimpse of Gold Coast Past

Exploring Main Beach and The Spit

North of Surfers Paradise, the pace eases up but the apartment towers are only slightly less lofty. Main Beach makes for a relaxing base if you’re here for views, beach time and generally taking it easy. Next to the Southport Surf Lifesaving Club, the Spanish Mission–style Main Beach Pavilion (1934) offers a glimpse of the Goldie’s pre-boom days. Inside there are some fabulous old photos of the coast before the skyscrapers, as well as toilets, changing rooms and a cafe. For better beach views with your morning latte, head to the next-door surf club bistro.

Further north, The Spit separates the Southport Broadwater from the Pacific Ocean, stretching for 5km to almost meet South Stradbroke Island. Its southern end is home to Mariner’s Cove, a base for aquatic activities. Backed with dunes and a serene coastal reserve (the 3.7km Federation Walk takes you through it), the beach here is surprisingly quiet.

Hit the Beach

Find your happy patch

There is little separating the Goldie's beaches – literally, with the longest section stretching for some 17km from The Spit to Burleigh Heads. Forming a small cove, Burleigh Beach is arguably the most scenic, with great views of the Surfers Paradise skyline. The azure Tallebudgera Creek meets the sea on the southern side of Burleigh Hill. Protected from the surf, it’s popular with families and surf-shy beachgoers. The surf beach from Tallebudgera to Coolangatta at the Gold Coast's southern tip is broken only by Currumbin Creek, which also has swimming areas sheltered from the waves.


THE EVOLUTION OF CAVILL AVENUE

Love it or hate it, there’s no denying the central role of this street and pedestrian mall in the Gold Coast's development. Named for Jim Cavill, whose Surfers Paradise Hotel (opened in the 1920s) gave the neighbourhood its name, Cavill Ave quickly developed into the heart of the city’s economy. By the end of the 1990s, however, Surfers Paradise – and its famous promenade – was in decline.

Despite many attempts to revive it since, Cavill Mall still has a tackiness to it. Yet its shopping centres, restaurants and carnival rides continue to attract a good chunk of the Gold Coast’s 3.7 million annual visitors. With $40 million recently committed to a new revitalisation plan, perhaps Cavill’s best era is yet to come.



Eating & Drinking in Surfers Paradise: Our Picks

Paradox Coffee Roasters: Great coffee and all-day brunch in the 4217 precinct, also home to excellent Italian, Salt Meats Cheese. 7am-2pm $

Little Bali: Skip the fast food chains for a taste of Kuta in the Chevron Renaissance shopping centre. 10.30am-8.30pm $$

Coast: Bringing a new level of sophistication to Surfers, this fine diner specialises in charcoal steak. noon-10pm Thu-Sun, 3-10pm Mon-Wed $$$

Island Rooftop: When the sun shines and the cocktails flow, who cares if the 'rooftop' is on level 1? 11am-11.30pm Wed-Sun




Thrills & Spills

Gold Coast theme parks

Centred in Coomera, a 30-minute drive from Surfers Paradise, the Gold Coast’s theme parks offer some seriously dizzying action and, despite a tragic fatal accident at Dreamworld in 2016 (killing four people), they still attract huge crowds. Multiday passes grant unlimited entry to the four theme parks by Village Roadshow (themeparks.com.au). Note, Lonely Planet chooses not to publicise parks that keep captive cetaceans, such as performing dolphins.

Venture to the outback without leaving the Gold Coast at Australian Outback Spectacular, a high-tech evening show (with real cattle mustering) that includes a 3-course dinner.

Australia’s biggest theme park, Dreamworld has stomach-churning thrill rides (with names like The Steel Taipan and The Claw), whiz-bang multisensory rides (such as the Sky Voyager) and rides and entertainment aplenty for smaller kids. Tickets give you entry to both Dreamworld and neighbouring WhiteWater World. Animal rights groups have urged Dreamworld to shut down its Tiger Island experiences.

Younger kids love Paradise Country, the ‘Aussie Farm Experience’ featuring native animals alongside farm animals and foreign cuties (marmosets and meerkats).

Warner Bros Movie World has movie-themed shows, rides and attractions, including The Flash: Speed Force, DC Rivals Hypercoaster, and the Looney Tunes Splash Zone. Actors dressed as Batman, Bugs Bunny et al roam through the crowds.

At Wet’n’Wild, the ultimate water slide is the Kamikaze, where you plunge down an 11m drop in a two-person tube at 50km/h. This vast water park also has pitch-black slides, whitewater rapids and wave pools.

Next door to Dreamworld, WhiteWater World features the Cave of Waves, Pipeline Plunge and numerous other water activities and slides.


THEME PARK TIPS

Arrive early

The parks can get very crowded, so arrive early or face a long walk from the far side of the car park.

Take public transport

The Surfside Buslines TX7 bus (from Coomera Station) stops at the main theme parks, as does Con-X-ion Airport Transfers.

Book online

It will usually save you money.

Prepare to fork out for food

The parks don’t generally let you bring in your own food or drinks.

Visit year-round

The balmy climate means even the water parks (heated during the cooler months) are open all year.

Check what’s on

Some parks also host seasonal events, including Dreamworld’s Happy Halloween ‘spook-tacular’.



Eating & Drinking in Broadbeach: Our Picks

Luna’s: Artisanal wood-fired pizzas, decadent pastas, and mini meals for kids. 5-9.30pm Mon, Wed & Thu, noon-3pm & 5-10pm Fri-Sun $$

Social Eating House & Bar: Pricey but beautifully executed Mod-Oz dining. Bring friends to share the lamb shoulder. noon-9pm $$$

Fig & Frankie’s: The Goldie's first official laneway bar excels in house cocktails. 5pm-midnight Mon-Fri, from 1pm Sat & Sun

Marilyn’s: The retro Las Vegas–diner vibes are strong at this pastel-hued Broadbeach cocktail bar. 5-11pm Tue-Fri, from 7am Sat & Sun

Street Food Feast

Munch down at Miami Marketta

The vibe becomes more relaxed as you head south from Surfers Paradise along the Gold Coast Hwy from Broadbeach through Mermaid Beach, Miami and Nobby Beach (Nobbys). The entire strip (which continues through Burleigh Heads and Palm Beach) is lined with great places to eat and drink, but for the ultimate taste of the Gold Coast, head to Miami Marketta. This hawker-style street market (from 5pm Wednesday, Friday and Saturday) in a huge warehouse brims with food, fashion, art and live music. Work your way through food stalls hawking everything from Turkish gözleme (stuffed turnover) to homemade lamingtons, grab a drink at the cocktail bar and browse the latest art exhibition.

Shop 'Til You Drop

Pacific Fair and beyond

The Gold Coast has long been known for its shopping malls. Easily the most satisfying is Pacific Fair in Broadbeach. Revamped in 2018 to the tune of $40 million, this sprawling retail haven houses an impressive suite of international and local luxury brands alongside the big department stores and high-street favourites. Hunting out the Goldie's best boutiques takes more effort – Burleigh Heads is a good place to start.
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Beautiful Burleigh Heads

Cool-kid corner

A longtime family favourite, Burleigh (drop the ‘Heads’ if you don’t want to out yourself as a tourist) is now enjoying its moment in the sun on a broader scale. Its gently retro vibe and palpable youthful energy epitomise both the Gold Coast’s timeless appeal and its new, increasingly interesting spirit. You’ll find some of the region’s best restaurants, bars and shops dotted around its little grid, and the beautiful beach continues to charm everyone who lays eyes on it.


SCHOOLIES ON THE LOOSE

Every year towards the end of November, thousands of teenagers flock to Surfers Paradise to celebrate the end of their high-school education in a two-week party known as Schoolies Week. The first week, dominated by Queensland school-leavers, is the biggest; NSW school-leavers tend to take over during week two of the festivities, centred on Cavill Mall.

Although local authorities have stepped in to regulate excesses, boozed-up and drug-addled teens (as well as older ‘Toolies’) are still the norm. It’s not pretty, but if you stick to the southern reaches of the Gold Coast during Schoolies, you can mostly avoid the fray. For more info, see schoolies.com.



Eating & Drinking in Mermaid Beach, Miami & Nobby Beach

Ferg's: Crafted by top chefs, the brunch menu at this rustic Miami spot is a cut above. 5.30am-1.30pm Mon-Fri, 6am-noon Sat & Sun $

Etsu Izakaya: Share plates spanning sashimi to yakitori (skewers) are served under a striking curved feature wall. 5pm-midnight $$

BSKT Cafe: Steps from Nobby Beach, this long-running brunch spot still hits the spot with its wholesome dishes. 6am-3pm $$

Cambus Wallace: Rum cocktails are the specialty at this cosy, maritime-themed bar in Mermaid Beach. 5pm-late Wed-Sun

Sacred Hill

Exploring Burleigh Head National Park

The 27-hectare Burleigh Head National Park is known to the local Kombumerri clan of the Yugambeh people as Jellurgal; they trace its formation to a Creation spirit called Jabreen. As you walk the 1.2km (one-way) Oceanview Track that edges the reserve, look out for the six-sided basalt columns Jabreen is said to have left in his wake. Sidetracks lead up to a pair of lookouts. At the base of the headland, Jellurgal is the Goldie's only Aboriginal cultural centre. Its Jellurgal Walkabout Tour takes guests on a fascinating (and affordable) walk around the ‘Dreaming Mountain’.


TOP GOLD COAST MARKETS

Village Markets

Several household fashion and lifestyle brands got their start at this bimonthly market (first and third Sunday).

Gold Coast Art & Craft Sunday Markets

Held on alternate Sundays in Broadbeach, Coolangatta, Burleigh Heads and Paradise Point. See artandcraft.com.au.

Dusty Rummage

Currumbin cafe, gallery and live-music venue Dust Temple transforms into a secondhand clothing market on the second and fourth Sunday.

Carrara Markets

The coast's biggest market is more like a country fair, complete with farm animals and over 300 stalls (Saturday and Sunday).

Burleigh Farmers Market

Prep the ultimate picnic at this Saturday market.



Eating & Drinking in Burleigh Heads & Palm Beach: Our Picks

Hail Mary: Fun Burleigh spot for tacos and margaritas, with great weeknight deals. 5pm-late Mon-Fri, from noon Sat & Sun $$

Justin Lane: Sourdough pizza and handmade pasta downstairs, cocktails upstairs, and a party vibe throughout. noon-late $$

Paddock Bakery: It's hard to beat the garden setting and baked goods at Burleigh's OG brunch spot. 6am-3pm $$

The Collective: Five kitchens serve one rambling Palm Beach venue. noon-8.30pm Mon-Fri, to 9pm Sat & Sun $$

Restaurant Labart: Refined European-style bistro in Burleigh with an excellent wine list. 5.30-11pm Thu-Sat & noon-4pm Sun $$$

Rick Shores: If there's one dish to try on the Goldie, it's their Moreton Bay bug roll. Burleigh beachfront. 11.30am-11pm Tue-Sun $$$

Rosella's: It's not easy to nail Australiana without being naff, but this Burleigh bar succeeds. 4pm-midnight Mon-Fri, from noon Sat & Sun

Burleigh Pavilion: Perfect spot for a sundowner, right on the beach. Also home to The Tropic Mediterranean restaurant. 11am-midnight


Wild Swims & Wildlife

Cruise down to Currumbin

Burleigh merges into Palm Beach before becoming Currumbin. A short drive inland from its lovely beach, the natural Currumbin Rock Pools is an alternative spot to cool off. Just south of Currumbin Creek, the Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary includes Australia’s biggest rainforest aviary, where you can handfeed a technicolour blur of rainbow lorikeets.

For more wildlife, swing by the David Fleay Wildlife Park in West Burleigh. Run by the Queensland National Parks & Wildlife Service, it showcases Queensland's native species, including the rare bridled nail-tail wallaby.

Surf's Up

The Goldie's best breaks

The Gold Coast serves up some of the longest, hollowest waves in the world. Gentle waves for a bodysurf or some whitewash for learning the ropes are easy to find (try Cheyne Horan School of Surf for lessons), but the following are the legendary surf breaks. It’s worth noting you won’t be alone out the back. Local surfers have a reputation for being territorial and, once you’ve seen the drop-ins, you’ll understand why. Be respectful.

An advanced point break at the southern end of Coolangatta (and Queensland), Snapper Rocks is home to the Gold Coast Pro, the first stop in the World Surf League's Challenger Series in April or May. Key to Snapper's iconic break status is the Superbank – a sand bar that’s formed as part of sand dredging at the mouth of the Tweed River. It stretches for 2km from the Queensland–NSW border, encompassing the similarly iconic breaks of Greenmount Point and Kirra Point. Beginners would be wise to steer clear of all three when the swell's up and the waves are fast, steep and crowded.

Universally known as D-bah (and, officially, just over the Queensland–NSW border from Point Danger), Duranbah point and the peaky beach break are good for those who like their waves technical and punchy. Currumbin Alley, a point break at the mouth of Currumbin Creek, creates a walling wave popular with longboards, which peters out as it hits the creek. Burleigh Point has strong currents and boulders to watch out for, but it's a perfect point break that’s on more often than not.
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BRILLIANT BATHHOUSES

Soak Bathhouse

Hop between hot tubs, mineral baths, plunge pools, steam room and sauna, or unwind with a signature spa treatment. In Mermaid Beach.

Greenhouse the Bathhouse

The Goldie’s original bathhouse has moved to a bigger and better location in Tallebudgera Valley.

Bathhouse at Ground

Unwind in the traditional cedar hot tub at this bathhouse set in a Currumbin Valley eco-village.

Native State Bathhouse & Studio Gym

Wind down after a workout at this intimate, European-inspired sanctuary in Coolangatta.

Sol Elements

Communal onsen, cold plunge pools, infrared saunas and more await at this Japanese-inspired oasis in Tamborine Mountain.



Eating & Drinking in Currumbin & Coolangatta: Our Picks

Bar Evelyn: Travel to Italy at this cosy bar-restaurant with a short but satisfying menu of pizzas, pastas and cocktails. 3pm-late Mon-Sat $$

Pasture & Co: Flavour-packed brunch dishes served in a serene, sustainability-focused Currumbin Valley venue. 7am-3pm $$

Tarte Beach House: Choose between the ground-floor cafe and upstairs contemporary restaurant, both with stellar views. 6.30am-3pm $$

Balter: Sample one of Australia’s favourite craft beers (Balter XPA), launched by pro surfers. 3-8pm Wed-Fri, from noon Sat & Sun




Gold Coast Hinterland

RAINFORESTS | WALKS | WINE
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Rising up beyond the Goldie’s glittering beaches is a densely forested and blissfully cool hinterland region that feels a million miles away from the hubbub of the coast.

Misty Tamborine Mountain sits 550m above the Pacific on the northern fringe of this region broadly known as the Gold Coast Hinterland. Its quaint villages and boutique wineries are tucked between lush swathes of the fragmented Tamborine National Park, known for its waterfall walks.

Clinging to the McPherson Range – a spur of the Great Dividing Range – to the south lie Springbrook and Lamington National Parks. Stretching to the Queensland–New South Wales (NSW) border, these mountainous subtropical rainforest havens are packed with waterfalls, walking trails, lookouts and native wildlife, and home to two of Australia’s oldest and most scenic rainforest lodges. There’s also camping, glamping and endless opportunities for escapism. Pack a picnic, lace your boots, and venture in.


GETTING AROUND

With no public transport from the Gold Coast (or Brisbane) to Tamborine Mountain or the region’s national parks, you’ll need your own car to get around the hinterland. It’s wise to fuel up before you leave the coast, as the only petrol station in the hinterland is a 24-hour BP between the Binna Burra and Green Mountains sections of Lamington National Park. Binna Burra Lodge and O’Reilly’s Rainforest Retreat both offer one-way Border Track transfers; book ahead.



[image: map]


SIGHTS

1 Best of All Lookout

2 Canyon Lookout

3 Glow Worm Caves

4 Goomoolahra Falls

5 Lamington National Park

6 Natural Bridge

7 Purling Brook Falls

8 Springbrook National Park

9 Tamborine National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 5 Border Track

10 Cedar Creek Falls Track

11 Coomera Circuit

12 Curtis Falls Track

see 5 Gold Coast Hinterland Great Walk

13 Tamborine Rainforest Skywalk

see 5 Toloona Creek Circuit

see 2 Warrie Falls Circuit

14 Witches Falls Circuit

SLEEPING

15 Avocado Sunset Bed & Breakfast

see 11 Binna Burra Lodge

16 Settlement Campground

17 Woonoongoora Walkers’ Camp

EATING

see 7 Dancing Waters Cafe

18 Franquette

see 3 Mason Winery Restaurant

19 Paddock Restaurant

20 Picnic Real Food Bar

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

21 Cauldron Distillery

22 O’Reilly’s Canungra Valley Vineyards

23 Witches Falls Winery

SHOPPING

24 Gallery Walk
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Hinterland national park trails, picnic areas and sometimes also roads can close at short notice for maintenance, making it a good idea to check park websites for the latest closures before you head up there. Camp sites should be inadvance.



Head for the Hills

Gourmet delights of Tamborine Mountain

Feel the temperature drop as you weave up into the lush hills of Tamborine Mountain. Just 35km inland from Surfers Paradise, this rainforest community comprises Eagle Heights, North Tamborine and Mt Tamborine. It has cornered the arts-and-crafts, Germanic-kitsch, package-tour, chocolate-fudge-liqueur market in a big way – if this is your bag, Gallery Walk in Eagle Heights is the place to stock up.

Tamborine Mountain also has a thriving craft-drinks scene, with wine, spirits and craft beer all made here. If you only have time to visit one winery, make it Witches Falls Winery. Book ahead for the signature, one-hour winetasting experience ($20) or bring a picnic blanket and purchase a bottle to enjoy it on the lush lawns. There's no restaurant on-site, but grazing platters are available.



Refresh in the Rainforest

Dip into Tamborine National Park

Tamborine National Park comprises 14 sections stretching across the 8km plateau, offering waterfalls and superb views of the Gold Coast. Six sections offer 11 walking trails between them. While some trails have steep sections, they’re all quite short, with the longest (the 4.8km Jenyns Circuit) taking just 1½ hours to complete. Look out for the distinctive iridescent green-and-black wings of the male Richmond birdwing butterfly and the similarly colourful noisy pitta. Download a map of walking tracks from the national park website, or drop into the Tamborine Mountain Visitor Information Centre for maps and tips.
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TOP TAMBORINE MOUNTAIN TRAILS

Curtis Falls Track, Tamborine National Park

Enchanting 1.1km-return trail to a gorgeous waterfall. For a longer walk, branch off onto the Lower Creek Circuit (2.5km return).

Cedar Creek Falls Track, Tamborine National Park

Enjoy a dip in the rock pools on this popular 1.1km-return rainforest ramble.

Glow Worm Caves

Take a guided tour through a purpose-built glow-worm cave at Cedar Creek Estate.

Tamborine Rainforest Skywalk

Get eye-level with the canopy on this 1.5km trail through a privately owned patch of rainforest.

Witches Falls Circuit, Tamborine National Park

This 3.6km walk offers great views of Witches Falls, flowing after recent rain.



Eating & Drinking in Tamborine Mountain: Our Picks

Franquette: Gorgeous pastries, loaded baguettes and gourmet toasties. 7am-2pm Mon, Thu & Fri, to 3pm Sat & Sun $

Picnic Real Food Bar: Wholefood brunch dishes and takeaway options in the sustainability-focused North Stores complex. 8am-3pm Wed-Sun $

Mason Winery Restaurant: Satisfying spot for a long, seasonal lunch, paired with estate wines. 11am-2.30pm Wed-Sun $$$

Cauldron Distillery: Order a gin-tasting paddle or sign up for a blend-your-own gin experience. noon-5pm Tue-Thu & Sun, to 6pm Fri & Sat

Spring into Nature

Exploring Springbrook National Park

Like neighbouring Lamington National Park, Springbrook National Park is a remnant of the huge Tweed Shield volcano that centred on nearby Wollumbin (Mt Warning) in NSW.

Forming part of the Gondwana Rainforests of Australia World Heritage Area, the world's most extensive area of subtropical rainforest, it’s a wonderland for hikers, with excellent trails through cool-temperate, subtropical and eucalypt forests offering a mosaic of gorges, cliffs and waterfalls.

The park is divided into four sections. The 900m-high Springbrook Plateau is home to the tiny township of Springbrook, which fans out along Springbrook Rd. Laced with waterfalls, trails and eye-catching lookouts, this section receives the most visitors. Mt Cougal, accessed via Currumbin Creek Rd, has several waterfalls and swimming holes (watch for submerged logs and slippery rocks). The Natural Bridge section has a 1km walking circuit leading to a scenic waterfall-cave formation, while Numinbah Valley to the north is the most heavily forested section of the park.

Excellent viewpoints in the park include the appropriately named Best of All Lookout (Repeater Station Rd); Canyon Lookout (Canyon Pde), which is also the start of the 4km Twin Falls Circuit; and the superb lookout beside the 60m-high Goomoolahra Falls (Springbrook Rd). There are toilets and gas BBQs at Settlement Campground, but no showers.

The Ultimate Rainforest Ramble

Tackle the Gold Coast Hinterland Great Walk

Linking Springbrook and Lamington National Parks is the 54km (three-day) Gold Coast Hinterland Great Walk. It is recommended that you walk west to east, commencing the walk from O’Reilly’s in Lamington National Park and ending at Settlement Campground in Springbrook National Park. Most walkers spend their first night on the trail at Binna Burra Lodge, and the second night at the basic Woonoongoora Walkers’ Camp, which has no drinking water. Visit the Queensland National Parks & Wildlife Service website for more information and safety advice.

Step into Gondwana

Lap up Lamington National Park

Dense rainforest cloaks the deep valleys and steep cliffs of the McPherson Range, reaching elevations of 1100m on the Lamington Plateau. Like Springbrook National Park, the 206-sq-km Lamington National Park is part of the vast Gondwana Rainforests of Australia World Heritage Area. It’s known as Woonoongoora to the local Yugambeh people, meaning ‘quiet and timeless’, and you could spend days exploring this impressive part of the hinterland on its 160km of walking trails. But it offers plenty of short walks, waterfalls, birdwatching and picnic areas for day-trippers, too. The two most accessible sections of the park are Binna Burra on the eastern side and Green Mountains (O’Reilly’s) on the western side.

The recently renovated O’Reilly’s Campground (formerly Green Mountains Campground) is adjacent to the day-use visitor car park; book through O’Reilly’s Rainforest Retreat. There’s also camping and accommodation at Binna Burra Lodge, next to the Binna Burra section's main trailhead. All remote bush camp sites in the national park are closed annually from December through January to enable natural regeneration of the sites.


TOP DAY WALKS IN LAMINGTON & SPRINGBROOK NATIONAL PARKS

Border Track

Trace the rim of an ancient volcano linking Binna Burra to O’Reilly’s on this 21.4km (one-way) epic.

Coomera Circuit

This 17.4km loop is the best trail for waterfalls in the Binna Burra section.

Warrie Falls Circuit

Gurgling creeks and gushing waterfalls are constant companions on this 14km loop on the Springbrook Plateau.

Purling Brook Falls Circuit

Expect lots of steps on this 4km-return trail to a superb waterfall viewpoint. Can be extended with the 2km Warringa Pool Track.

Toloona Creek Circuit

Chase great views and misty waterfalls on this 17.4km circuit in Green Mountains.



Eating & Drinking near Lamington & Springbrook National Parks

Dancing Waters Cafe: Salads, soup, toasties and homemade cakes. 9.30am-2.30pm Mon, Wed & Fri, 9am-3pm Sat & Sun $

Binna Burra Tea House: Crowd-pleasing options, steps from the Binna Burra trailhead. 7.30am-7.30pm Sun-Thu, to 8.30pm Fri & Sat $$

Paddock Restaurant: Top off a hike with a fancy paddock-to-plate meal here on Binna Burra Rd. noon-3.30pm & 6pm-late $$$

O’Reilly’s Canungra Valley Vineyards: Stop in for a tasting or a prebooked picnic, on Lamington National Park Rd. 10am-4pm




Noosa & the Sunshine Coast

BEACHES | CRAFT BEER | FAMILY-FRIENDLY FUN
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Bathed in sunshine 300 days of the year, the Sunshine Coast – which stretches for 100km from the Glass House Mountains northward to Noosa – more than lives up to its name. With its glowing sandy beaches backed by the lush green hinterland and family-friendly attractions, it’s easy to draw comparisons to its southern sister, the Gold Coast – but that’s where the similarities end. Less cosmopolitan than the Goldie, the Sunny Coast has nary a glitzy high-rise hotel or a nightclub to be found. In fact, everything all but closes by 9pm, with most preferring to spend mornings surfing and having a casual beer with mates in the arvo (afternoon). The exception may be in Noosa, a holiday town that buzzes year-round. Its stunning beach and national park are only enhanced by its high-end shopping, excellent restaurants and plentiful accommodation. No matter where you stay, the living truly is easy on the Sunshine Coast – making it one of the country’s fastest-growing municipalities.


GETTING AROUND

The Sunshine Coast is easily accessed from Brisbane via TransLink’s Sunshine Coast trainline, which runs multiple times daily. However, getting the bus to the coast can be tricky and time-consuming. Visitors who are driving will be best placed to explore this vast area. If you are travelling car-free, your safest option is to base yourself in walkable Noosa. Shuttle buses run from Brisbane and Sunshine Coast airports directly to Noosa, with tours to destinations further afield offering pickup in the beachside town.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Noosa National Park

2 Tea Tree Bay

SIGHTS

3 Alexandra Headland

4 Australia Zoo

5 Big Pineapple

6 Butter Factory Arts Centre

7 Caloundra Regional Gallery

8 Coolum Beach

see 6 Cooroy Hinterland Adventure Playground

9 Currimundi Lake

10 Ginger Factory

11 Glass House Mountains Lookout

12 Marcoola Beach

13 Mooloolaba Beach

14 Mudjimba Beach

15 Noosa Main Beach

16 Peregian Beach

17 QCamel Dairy

18 Queensland Air Museum

EATING

19 Doonan

20 Eudlo General Store

21 Goodslice

22 Matso’s

23 Noosa Boathouse

see 13 Pier 33

24 Piggyback

see 13 Riceboi

see 24 Rick’s Garage

see 13 Spice Bar

see 10 Spirit House

25 Sum Yung Guys

see 25 Sunshine Beach Surf Club

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26 10 Toes Brewery

27 Beachtree Distilling

28 Brouhaha Brewery

29 Sunshine Brewery

30 Terella Brewing

31 Your Mates Brewing Co

ENTERTAINMENT

32 Amaze World

33 Aussie World

34 Bunya Dreaming
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Most holidaymakers tend to base themselves in one of the holiday apartment rentals located near the Sunshine Coast’s shores. But look further inland toward the hinterland, and you’ll discover incredible cottages and glamping.



Hidden Coves & Fairy Pools

Navigating Noosa National Park

Noosa’s epicentre is the boardwalk-lined Main Beach – with only a gentle break, its sheltered waters are ideal for families – and Hastings St, where bikini-clad surfers stroll the sidewalks bursting with gelaterias, boutiques and cafes. But what sets Noosa apart from any other beach town in Queensland might just be Noosa National Park. This protected headland is small enough that you can walk around it in a morning, but it packs diversity into its diminutive size, with eucalypt forest, colourful wallum heathland, pockets of rainforest and incredible ocean views. The entire 10.8km (one-way) walk around its edges is worthwhile, but the best section is from the park’s entrance to Hell’s Gate (4.2km one-way).

Bring your togs (bathing suit), because your first stop will be at Tea Tree Bay. Fringed with pandanus palms, this unpatrolled surf beach is a sharp contrast to the crowded Main Beach. It was once the spot to see koalas, but they’re now rarely seen. Fortunately, there’s plenty of other wildlife, including dolphins and whales playing out at sea. The aptly named Dolphin Point offers one of the best vantage points. This is also where those with limited mobility will want to turn around; the track beyond has steps and steep sections. If you do carry on, you’ll discover another opportunity to cool off at the headland point just beyond Picnic Cove. You’ll find 'fairy pools' below the park bench just as the track turns right. Take care, as you’ll need to scramble down rocks to submerge yourself in one of these natural swimming pools.

Reach the park by walking roughly 1km from town along the boardwalk running alongside Park Rd, or park directly at its entrance, where you’ll find an info centre. However, parking anywhere in Noosa is notoriously difficult. Catch public transit if you can (like the Go Noosa bus, free on weekends and holidays) or arrive early.

Three Hundred Days of Sun & Sand

The Sunny Coast's best beaches

The Sunshine Coast has no shortage of worthwhile diversions, but its real drawcard is its beaches. Firm favourites like Mooloolaba Beach (with its lively esplanade), Peregian Beach (a cute community vying to be the 'new Noosa') and Alexandra Headland (favoured by surfers) are all incredibly family-friendly, with amenities such as sheltered picnic areas with public barbecues, toilets and changerooms, playgrounds, on-duty lifeguards and plenty of places to eat nearby.

But none is arguably more so than Currimundi Lake. A bit of a misnomer, this sheltered and sandy-bottomed coastal lagoon has bathtub-warm waters year-round, making it an ideal spot for little ones to play and splash. With a gentle tidal flow, the lake’s beginner-friendly tributaries are ideal for older kids and adults to explore on a stand-up paddleboard or kayak. Equipment can be rented on-site from KiteThrills (no prebooking necessary). If crashing surf is more your thing, you’ll find that here, too – just walk down the short track and you’ll pop out at the northern end of Dicky Beach. Parking at Currimundi Lake is at a premium, so be prepared to walk a few blocks to your destination, with plenty of space available on nearby residential streets.

To get away from the crowds, head further north to Coolum, Marcoola or Mudjimba beaches. While all three are patrolled, these long stretches of sand are more exposed, with conditions better suited to stronger swimmers. That’s potentially why the latter is perfect for long walks on the beach, as evidenced by its popularity with off-leash dog walkers. Starting from the car park, you can walk southbound oceanside towards Pincushion Island, before looping back northward along the mangrove-lined mouth of the Maroochy River. Follow bush tracks east and you’ll arrive back at the car park.

Wherever you go, keep an eye out for the spouts of migrating whales out at sea. Between June and October, this is part of the humpback coastal highway. Most whales are either heading to or from Hervey Bay, which is used as a nursery and resting spot on their long journeys up and down the coast.
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BANANA BENDERS

Driving along the Bruce Hwy, it’s impossible to miss the garish glow of the Banana Bender Pub. Its name isn’t just a play on words – it’s also a nod to the nickname for Queenslanders. According to the Australian National University’s Australian National Dictionary, 'the term derives from the joking notion (as perceived from the southern states of Australia) that Queenslanders spend their time putting bends into bananas'. It’s thought the phrase dates back to the 1937 royal visit to Australia. Asked his occupation by the queen, one man responded that bananas grew straight on trees and that he was responsible for adding their characteristic curve.



Eating in Noosa: Our picks

Sunshine Beach Surf Club: The food is pretty standard; instead, head here for sundowners and epic ocean views. 11.30am-8pm $$

Sum Yung Guys: Run by a MasterChef finalist, this Asian venue is one of the hardest spots in town to get a table, but it’s worth the wait. noon-late $$

Noosa Boathouse: Classic Australian cuisine. Its rooftop bar is the place to go for sunset. 6am-9pm Sun-Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat $$

Doonan: Wood-fired pizzas and fresh seafood in a indoor-outdoor venue; there's also an ice creamery and kids’ playgrounds. 10am-late $$

Sunrise Summits

Hiking the Glass House Mountains

There’s no better place to watch sunrise than from atop one of the Sunshine Coast’s striking Glass House Mountains, like the 278m Mt Beerburrum (3.5km return; 230m elevation gain). The last 750m of the track are paved, but – make no mistake – with an exceptionally steep gradient, the only thing that makes this a walk in the park is that it’s literally in a national park. Adventurous families may find they prefer the 253m Mt Ngungun (2.8km return; 170m elevation gain), outside the Glass House Mountains township along Fullertons Rd.

Closer to Noosa is 208m Mt Coolum (1.6km return; 176m elevation gain). While not technically part of the Glass House Mountains, it’s arguably the region’s most popular hike, with 360-degree views at its summit. The blood-pumping climb may challenge your fear of heights, but it’s safe for beginners. Food trucks at the trailhead (near the intersection of Tanah St and Jarnahill Dr) sell smoothies to those who have conquered this particular ‘rise-and-grind’.

The wave-shaped 305m Mt Ninderry (2.8km return; 185m elevation gain) is largely a local’s track – but one you don’t want to miss. More sheltered with less exposed edges, it offers similar sweeping summit views. Arrive in the morning and you’ll see kangaroos bouncing along the road to its car park, found at the end of Ninderry Rd outside Yandina.

All four hikes will take between 45 minutes and two hours to complete. For an accessible option, try the Glass House Mountains Lookout, 10 minutes outside the town of the same name.


THE SUNSHINE COAST FOR KIDS

QCamel Dairy

Learn how camels are milked, before heading into the pasture for camel cuddles.

Aussie World

This amusement park is pint-sized, which means you won’t have to worry about anyone getting lost.

Ginger Factory

Best for toddlers; the main drawcard is the short train ride around the Yandina factory’s lush gardens.

Amaze World

A massive hedge maze, mini golf and more make for a solid half-day of play.

Cooroy Hinterland Adventure Playground

This accessible nature-based park features a splash area, sensory tunnels, and swings for children with limited mobility.



Eating Around Mooloolaba: our picks

Goodslice: This hidden pizzeria in Maroochydore serves Neapolitan-style slices. 4-8.30pm Wed-Thu, noon-8.30pm Fri & Sat, 3-8pm Sun $$

Riceboi: A Sunshine Coast institution, this hip restaurant specialises in Asian street food, including dumplings and curries. 11.30am-9pm $$

Spice Bar: This Asian fusion restaurant landed a hat (Australia’s version of a Michelin star) in 2024. 6pm-late Wed-Thu, noon-3pm & 6pm-late Fri-Sun $$$

Pier 33: The marina views are this seafood restaurant’s main selling point; the fresh oysters and fish don’t hurt, either. 11.30am-late Tue-Sun $$

Chug-a-Little or Chug-a-Lot

Australia's craft-beer capital

It’s a title that Sydney’s Inner West would like to claim for itself, but the numbers say otherwise: the Sunshine Coast is Australia’s (almost) undisputed craft-beer capital, with the most craft breweries per capita. There are more than 20 breweries for a population of less than 400,000, with more continually being added to the ranks.

Families will love Terella Brewing in North Arm. In addition to a petting zoo, there’s plenty of room for kids to play in the adjoining field. Adults can get silly, too, listening to live music and noshing on food-truck eats. Brouhaha in Maleny (with a second location in Baringa) has decidedly more mature vibes. Don’t miss its best-selling strawberry rhubarb sour, made with local yogurt and berries. The surf-themed Your Mates – situated in a Warana warehouse – is the spot for Sunday sessions, while its location in Cooroy offers barefoot bowls. Meanwhile, the newest kid on the block – Matso’s in Eumundi – is also in the business of beer, but you wouldn’t know it. The Western Australian export is famous for its ginger beer, with inventive flavours like chilli and lime on tap.

To hit up all these and more, hop on a tour with Sunshine Coast Craft Beer Tours. The five-hour Coastal Hop tour (held daily Wednesday to Sunday) includes four brewery visits and tastings, with backstage access to the brewers.

Crikey! It's the Irwins!

Crocodiles and more at Australia Zoo

It’s been nearly 20 years since Steve 'the Crocodile Hunter' Irwin was tragically killed by a stingray while filming on the Great Barrier Reef – but his conservation work continues to be celebrated today at one of the Sunshine Coast’s most celebrated attractions: Australia Zoo.

The zoo is located along the eponymously named Steve Irwin Way outside Beerwah; you’ll know you’ve arrived when you see a huge sign of the man himself beckoning you his way. It houses both exotic and native species, including dingoes, quokkas, echidnas and kangaroos, with the biggest drawcard being its saltwater crocodiles. (Don’t worry about encountering any in the wild here; their range starts much further north.) You’ll see their full power on display at the Wildlife Warriors Show held daily at 1.15pm, which is just one of the hourly presentations.

For an extra fee, visitors can interact with some of the animals, including cuddling koalas. However, the practice is highly controversial and not permitted in most Australian states.

Plan to spend an entire day here and, before you leave, don’t miss wandering through the Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital, located in a separate building at the back of the property. Here, skilled vets and wildlife carers work to rehabilitate injured and sick native species, including koalas and sea turtles, before returning them to the wild.
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THE GLASS HOUSE MOUNTAINS

The distinctive craggy peaks of the Glass House Mountains signal your arrival to the Sunshine Coast. Named by Lieutenant (later Captain) James Cook in 1770 because of their resemblance to glass kilns, they’re not technically mountains but rather remnants of volcanic activity from 25 million years ago. It’s up for debate which mountains belong to the group, but there are at least a dozen peaks scattered across the landscape – many of which you can summit. Two to avoid, however, are Mt Beerwah and Mt Tibrogargan: both are considered sites of spiritual significance to the Jinibara and Kabi Kabi (Gubbi Gubbi) people, who request that visitors don’t climb them out of respect.



Cruise the Canals

An Indigenous-led tour through Mooloolaba

One of the Sunshine Coast’s most underrated water features is Mooloolaba’s canal systems, fed by the Mooloolah River. To see the multimillion-dollar homes lining their edges, jump on a cruise with Saltwater Eco Tours. On board a century-old Huon pine ketch, Kabi Kabi (Gubbi Gubbi) woman Bridgette Chilli shares her family’s connection to the water, while you tuck into bush-tucker canapés and sip lemon-myrtle cocktails. The Saltwater Cultural Tour is held on Saturdays from 11.30am to 1.30pm, but the company also operates other tours throughout the week, including a sunset cruise with live local music on Friday evenings.


THE SUNSHINE COAST’S BEST FESTIVALS

Rangebow Festival

The Sunshine Coast Hinterland’s very own Pride Festival, complete with drag and cabaret shows, in August.

Curated Plate

The Sunshine Coast’s official food festival is held over 10 days in July/August, with tastings, workshops and long table lunches.

Bunya Dreaming

Featuring traditional First Nations dances and food, this one-day event in January celebrates the area’s endemic bunya pine.

Woodford Folk Festival

Hippies and city dwellers alike flock to Woodford over the New Year’s period for this multiday music festival.

Caloundra Music Festival

Some of Australia’s biggest acts take to the stage at this two-day event every September.



Eating Between Beerwah & Palmwoods: Our picks

Warrior Restaurant: This paddock-to-plate restaurant, minutes from Australia Zoo, has views of an enclosure with emus. 7am-9pm $$

Piggyback: From the team behind the raved-about Riceboi. You’ll find casual Asian street food served in leafy surrounds. 11.30am-9pm $$

Rick's Garage: Americana vibes abound at this Palmwoods family restaurant; expect diner favourites like burgers and shakes. 11am-9pm $$

Eudlo General Store: This cute-as-a-pie cafe in tiny Eudlo has incredible pastries, or buy picnic supplies. 7am-4pm Sun-Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat $

Rainy-Day Diversions

For when the weather is frightful

Renowned for its year-round sunshine, the Sunshine Coast is an outdoor lover's paradise. But when it rains – typically between November and February – it pours.

When the weather cries foul, head to the volunteer-run Queensland Air Museum, just outside Caloundra. Most likely to appeal to aviation enthusiasts, it has over 80 lovingly restored historic aircraft on display, making this one of the largest and most diverse collections in Australia.

Afterward, pop into the small but well-curated Caloundra Regional Gallery. A great place to kill an hour, it has regularly rotating exhibits and a shop selling goods by renowned local artists, including Kabi Kabi (Gubbi Gubbi) man Lyndon Davis. For more local artwork, there’s also the Butter Factory Arts Centre in Cooroy. In addition to perusing the art on display, try to nab a spot in one of its painting, glassblowing or ceramic workshops, typically held on weekends. Prefer cooking? Spirit House near Yandina will teach you the ways of Thai cuisine.

Soak in Serenity

Spas of the Sunshine Coast

If slowing down is more your speed, the coast has more than its fair share of spas. Just outside Noosa, the Bali-inspired Ikatan Day Spa is one of the most beloved destination day spas. It has villa-style treatment rooms surrounded by a lush garden, where you can enjoy a glass of bubbly after your massage, body wrap or facial. For an experience that’s less serene and more social, try Tank Bankhouse in Bli Bli. Its outdoor baths are more of a day club during peak periods, with food and drinks also on offer.


THE BIG PINEAPPLE

Just west of the Bruce Hwy along the Nambour Connection Rd sits what was once one of the Sunshine Coast’s biggest attractions: the Big Pineapple. Built in 1971, the larger-than-life tropical fruit was a popular road-trip intermission for over 20 years, until the Bruce Hwy was rerouted in 1990.

Today, the 16m-high fibreglass fruit is mainly a good photo opportunity and a lasting homage to the region’s pineapple producers. The majority of Australia’s pineapples are grown in southeast Queensland, with the Sunshine Coast considered the epicentre of pineapple production. To sample the bounty, keep cash on hand and look for honesty boxes selling the goods, especially between November and February.



Drinking on the Sunshine Coast: our picks

Sunshine & Sons: Near the Big Pineapple, don’t miss this distillery's trademark pineapple gin. Kids and BYO picnics welcome. 10am-sunset

Beachtree Distilling: One of Australia's First Nations-owned-distilleries; sample its award-winning gins. 11am-4pm Mon-Thu & Sat

Sunshine Brewery: With homages to New Zealand throughout, there’s no pretension at this microbrewery in Kuluin. noon-7pm Wed-Sun

10 Toes Brewery: Surf-themed microbrewery in Alexandra Headland, with live music. 3-7pm Wed-Thu, 2-9pm Fri, noon-8pm Sat, noon-7pm Sun




Beyond Noosa & the Sunshine Coast
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Escape into the Sunshine Coast Hinterland’s lush rainforest – an oasis of waterfalls, rolling green hills and quaint mountain towns.


When you’re tired of the saltwater sticking to your skin, it might be time to take a plunge in one of the countless waterfalls situated throughout the Sunshine Coast Hinterland. You’ll find most high in the Blackall Range – a cool and lush area thick with rainforest that’s long been a haven for artisans, alternative types and elusive platypuses. In recent years, however, Noosa outback has also skyrocketed in popularity, with day-trippers making the mission to the country town of Kenilworth to indulge in gourmet goods, such as artisanal cheeses and donuts bigger than your face. Finally, make your way to the edges of Lake Cootharaba and beyond into the Noosa Everglades, an area that’s been recognised by UNESCO for its biodiversity.

Places

Eumundi

Conondale National Park

Maleny

Montville

Lake Cootharaba


GETTING AROUND

With destinations such as Kenilworth only a 45-minute drive inland, it’s possible to visit the Sunshine Coast Hinterland on a day trip. Public transport in the area is next to nonexistent, so you’ll need your own set of wheels (and make it a 4WD if you plan on visiting Conondale National Park). Keep your wits about you; although primarily paved, the roads are winding and sometimes single-lane. Otherwise, contact Creative Tours for curated food-and-wine day tours.



Eumundi Time from Noosa: 20 MINS [image: img]

Meet the makers

Eumundi is charming any day of the week, but it truly comes alive on Saturday and Wednesday mornings. That’s when hundreds of people throng to the hinterland town for the Original Eumundi Markets. Operating since 1979, the market has now grown to include around 600 vendors, largely selling artisan crafts, artwork and jewellery under the shade of fig trees. A small section of food trucks and stalls ensures you won’t go hungry. Of the two market days, Wednesday tends to be a bit quieter, but you should still be prepared for crowds, with the markets (justifiably) attracting over a million visitors each year.

It’s possible to reach Eumundi from Noosa via TransLink bus services, with the journey taking about 50 minutes.

Conondale National Park Time from Noosa: 90 MINS [image: img]

Outback swimming holes

If you’ve seen images of the Insta-friendly blue waters of Booloumba Creek in Conondale National Park, know that you’ll need a high-clearance 4WD to get to the camping area where they’re found. But supposing you do have wheels, it’s just as beautiful as it looks. Even more worthwhile is Booloumba Falls. These cascading falls drop into a large rock pool, surrounded by shady trees, which lend themselves to an afternoon of swimming and picnicking.

From the park’s main entrance, it’s less than a 10km drive to the falls, but budget a solid 40 minutes. The falls can also be reached by walking 10km of the challenging 56km Conondale Range Great Walk. It’s a long day, but stops along the way include 1920s-era goldmines, the Strangler Cairn sculpture, and the Artists Cascades, another waterfall with a swimming hole.

Maleny Time from Noosa: 90 MINS [image: img]

Gourmet goodies

Situated high in the hinterland and surrounded by rolling green dairy pastures, Maleny is one of the most sought-after spots to say 'I do'. Once upon a time, though, it was a bit of a hippie haven. These days, its growing population is more diverse, but evidence of its alternative edges can be found along the main street, which has an eclectic selection of gift stores, art galleries and op shops (thrift stores).

Maleny’s restaurants tend to be better than those in nearby Montville, but it also has great picnic supplies. Pop into Maleny Food Co for award-winning gelatos and to peruse its climate-controlled fromagerie, which sells locally made cheese.

Platypus encounters

The hinterland waterways are one of the best places in Queensland to see the elusive platypus, with a viewing platform on Maleny’s Obi Obi Creek just for this purpose. It’s reached via an easy and accessible 1km walk starting from the roundabout at Bunya and Coral Sts (follow the path north behind the Woolworths, then east). Or, shorten your journey by parking at the Maleny District Sport and Recreation Club, which is about 100m from the platform.

The platypuses can be seen at any time of day, with dawn and dusk being when they’re most active – but the reflections on this particular pool make morning the best time. Keep quiet and look for low and slow ripples across the water’s surface.

Local Neil Andison, owner of Platypus Whispers, also offers guided walking tours along the creek, with commentary on their behaviour and ecology.


WHY I LOVE THE SUNSHINE COAST HINTERLAND
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Jessica Lockhart, Lonely Planet Destination Editor

After years of living in big cities, I just wanted to live someplace beautiful. So, when my partner moved to the Sunshine Coast three years ago, Mapleton was the obvious choice.

Since then, my everyday life has taken on pinch-me qualities. An avid hiker, I have my pick of trails, but most days I do the full Kondalilla Falls Circuit. In the misty mornings, the rainforest comes alive with whipbirds echoing through the valleys and emerald doves on the floor below. In the evenings, yellow-tailed black cockatoos soar above. But it’s the sense of community that has transformed this place into my home. I know my postal worker, my publican and my farmer by name, and we all want the same thing: for people to love this place as much as we do.



Birds of a feather

It’s not unusual to hear a crackle of yellow-tailed black cockatoos soaring high in the skies above the Blackall Range. If you want to get closer to these and other native bird species, head to Maleny Bird World. Its aviaries provide respite for rescue birds, who interact with visitors on 50-minute guided tours, held hourly. Budget roughly two hours, inclusive of a wander through the adjoining botanic gardens. The immaculately groomed 9.3 hectares are accessible (thanks to purpose-designed buggies) and have served as the backdrop for countless wedding photos, with a rose garden, a waterfall, ponds and stunning views of the Glass House Mountains.

Montville Time from Noosa: 55 MINS [image: img]

Mountain magic

There’s no question: the mountain village of Montville – which you can walk end-to-end in about 15 minutes – is just about the most touristy place in all of the Sunshine Coast, with its fudge, tea, crystal and candle shops, chocolatier, clockmakers and cottage crafts. But it’s still an incredibly pleasant place to while away an afternoon, with tea and cakes served at cafes that look out across the hinterland and to the coast beyond.

Swim in a rainforest waterfall

Montville is also the closest settlement to the lush rainforest of Kondalilla National Park, about five minutes further north. The walk to its impressive 90m falls is one of the region’s most popular – with the car park filling up quickly on weekends – for good reason. It only takes about 20 minutes to reach the top of the falls, where you’ll find a smaller waterfall pouring into a large rock pool. Its frigid waters are ideal for cooling off on hot summer days. However, the Kondalilla Falls Circuit – a moderately challenging hike with plenty of steps, uneven ground and 175m in elevation gain – is worth the extra effort. It will take you to a viewpoint of the falls, before you continue to their bottom. The rock pool at their top offers the best swimming, though. You'll pass it on your way back up. On the way, keep an eye out for goannas and listen for the call of catbirds, which sounds like a child wailing.
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Kondalilla Falls rockpool | MARTIN VALIGURSKY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE SUNSHINE COAST'S BEST MARKETS

Yandina Country Markets

Huge Saturday markets selling plants and antiques, with food trucks rounding out the scene.

Peregian Beach Markets

The bougiest of markets; everything from clothing to jewellery comes in a shade of sand. First and third Sundays of the month.

Witta Markets

Locals love this market, held every third Saturday of the month, for its fresh bread and produce.

Mooloolaba Sunset Markets

Every Thursday evening, food hawkers take over the Esplanade, making for a cheap night out.

GATHAA First Nations Markets

Have a yarn with Indigenous makers at free intimate workshops. One Sunday a month in Forest Glen.



Eating in Montville & Mapleton: our picks

Fiorio & Co Pizza: It’s easy to miss this joint, which pumps out mouth-watering pizzas. 3.30-8.30pm Thu & Fri, 12.30-8.30pm Sat & Sun $$

Long Apron: A hatted French-inspired restaurant located within the beautiful grounds of Spicers Clovelly. 7.30am-8pm $$$

Mapleton Public House: This historic pub with an award-winning chef is not your average country pub. Wed-Sun 11am-8pm $$

Kondalilla Restaurant: This plant- and pescatarian-based restaurant excels at using native produce. noon-8pm Thu-Sun $$



Blackall Range Tourist Drive

[image: jpg]

A place to escape the hustle and bustle of the coast, the Sunshine Coast Hinterland deserves a night or two of its own on your itinerary. But if you’re short on time, it’s possible to hit all the highlights in one day, by navigating the entirety of the scenic Blackall Range Tourist Drive.

Leaving the ocean behind, start your day in the country town of 1 Kenilworth. Get a box of donuts from the Kenilworth Bakery and a cheese sampler box from Kenilworth Dairies for the road. Drive south for 10 minutes until you reach a car park by the Mary River. Take 15 minutes to loop up in awe at the massive fig trees on the 2 Fig Tree Walk, which starts here.

Head south again and you’ll arrive in 3 Maleny. Drive along Mountain View Rd, which has exceptional views of the Glass House Mountains, with McCarthy’s Lookout being the best spot for photos. You’ll have to backtrack a bit to reach 4 Gardners Falls at the end of Obi Lane South, but this is your spot for a picnic and swim.

It’s time to drive north again, with the road along the ranges offering impressive views of Mt Coolum and the coastline beyond. If time permits, stop into 5 Montville to peruse the gift shops. Arrive at 6 Mapleton Falls National Park in time to watch the sun set over the park’s 120m waterfall, with views out across the Obi Obi Valley. Make the five-minute drive back to Mapleton to have dinner at the 7 Mapleton Public House, a 112-year-old pub serving paddock-to-plate food. When you’re done, return to the coast via the Nambour–Mapleton Rd.



Lake Cootharaba Time from Noosa: 35 MINS [image: img]

Paddle into the wild

In 2022, the Sunshine Coast was awarded UNESCO Biosphere status, in no small part thanks to the unique network of waterways and wetlands found within its reaches. No place perhaps illustrates this better than Lake Cootharaba. Formed by the tidal Noosa River, it’s Queensland’s biggest natural saltwater lake. Its shallow tannin-stained waters are a favourite of paddlers, primarily because it’s also the access point for the Noosa Everglades. Unlike its similarly named American cousin, there are no alligators or even crocodiles hiding here (although if you’re lucky, you may spot a koala). Instead, the serene river mirrors its surroundings perfectly, including lush forests of cabbage palms on its shores.

It's possible to canoe nearly the entire 60km length of the Everglades, with basic camp sites situated along the way. However, most choose to just do the first 5km from Fig Tree Point to Harry’s Hut, a historic loggers’ camp from the early 1900s. Everglades Ecosafaris will kit you out with everything you need for the day, with trips starting at 8.45am daily from Habitat Noosa. A fully accessible glamping village set directly on the shores of Lake Cootharaba, it’s beloved by campers and kangaroos alike – it’s not unusual to see them hopping among the tents. Swimming and catch-and-release fishing are both popular pursuits, with paddleboards, kayaks, canoes and 'tinnies' (small motorboats) available for hire from the kiosk near the small beach.

The only other signs of civilisation on Lake Cootharaba are found at Boreen Point, a hamlet consisting of holiday homes, a pub and a sailing club. Needless to say, eating options are limited in these parts (Habitat Noosa does have an on-site cafe and microbrewery), so if you’re staying the night, pick up groceries in Tewantin or Cooroy en route.

Alternately, you can access Lake Cootharaba on a day trip; Everglades Ecosafaris offers shuttle-bus service from Noosa and afternoon cruises for non-paddlers, starting at 2pm daily.


BUNYA PINES

The Blackall Range was a site of spiritual significance for Aboriginal people throughout southeast Queensland, as well as an important source of food, thanks to the abundance of bunya pines. With tall spiky canopies, they’re one of the most distinctive features of the region.

To protect the food source, it was illegal to settle or clear land where bunya pines grew from 1842 to 1860, and every three years – when crops would peak – large gatherings would be held at Lake Baroon. Today, you can taste the nuts at local restaurants, usually between December and March. Whatever you do, don’t stand below a bunya pine for too long – its cones are much larger and heavier than a coconut.






Hervey Bay & the Fraser Coast

ISLAND EXPLORATION | WHALE WATCHING | 4WD ADVENTURE


[image: jpg]

The Fraser Coast, named for the sand island K'gari (formerly known as Fraser Island), runs from Rainbow Beach in the south along the Great Sandy Strait towards Bundaberg in the north. The main coastal town is Hervey Bay, an alluring stretch of seaside suburbs – Pialba, Torquay, Scarness and Urangan – linked by the Esplanade along a calm waterfront. This is the main jumping-off point for K'gari, where backpackers with 4WD dreams rub shoulders with grey nomads crowding seafront camping grounds. Hervey Bay is renowned for whale-watching trips from July to October, when migrating humpback whales pass close by. Other activities range from fishing charters to skydiving and scenic flights.

K'gari shelters Hervey Bay from the ocean surf and the sea here is shallow and usually calm. A series of small piers are popular for fishing, but the big one is Urangan Pier – at almost 1km, it's one of the longest in Australia. The Butchulla are Traditional Owners here.


GETTING AROUND

Qantas and Jetstar fly in to Hervey Bay's small airport from Sydney and Brisbane. Wide Bay Transit runs regular local buses out of the Stockland Shopping Centre; the most useful are those running along the Esplanade between Pialba and Urangan and out west to Maryborough. Purple electric scooters (Beam app) can be found on the streets and are useful for cruising the Esplanade. Sealink ferries to K'gari leave from River Heads, about 10km south of town.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Hervey Bay Regional Art Gallery

SIGHTS

2 Cistern Chapel

3 Eli Creek

4 Hervey Bay Botanic Gardens

5 Hervey Bay Historical Village & Museum

6 Indian Head

7 Lake Birrabeen

8 Lake Boomanjin

9 Lake McKenzie

10 Lake Wabby

11 Maheno Wreck

see 2 Portside Heritage Precinct

12 Reefworld

see 2 Story Bank

13 Torquay Beach

14 Urangan Pier

15 Wetside Water Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16 Blue Dolphin Marine Tours

17 Champagne Pools

see 16 Freedom Whale Watch

18 Hervey Bay Ecomarine Tours

19 Spirit of Hervey Bay

see 16 Tasman Venture

SLEEPING

20 Cathedrals on Fraser

21 Central Station Camp Site

22 Colonial Village Resort

23 Dilli Village

24 Dundubara Camping Ground

25 Flashpackers Hervey Bay

26 K’gari Beach Resort

27 Kingfisher Bay Resort

28 Kondari Hotel

29 Lake Boomanjin Camping Area

30 Pier One

31 Torquay Beachfront Tourist Park

32 Waddy Point Camping Ground

EATING

see 2 Alowishus Delicious

33 Bayaroma Cafe

34 Boat Harbour Fisheries

see 2 Criterion Hotel

35 Dune Restaurant

36 Eat in the Bay

37 Enzo’s on the Beach

38 Maddigan’s Seafood

see 26 McKenzie’s on 75

39 Migaloo’s Seafood Market

40 Paolo’s Pizza Bar

see 2 Portside Cafe

see 35 Sand & Wood

see 35 Sand Bar & Bistro

see 2 Toast

41 Urangan Fisheries

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

42 Aquavue

43 Bayswater Bar & Grill

44 Beach House Hotel

45 Café Tapas

INFORMATION

46 Hervey Bay Visitor Information Centre

see 2 Maryborough Fraser Island Visitor Information Centre

TRANSPORT

47 Great Sandy Straits Marina

48 Sealink

49 Whale Bay Marina




[image: ] TOP TIP

Hervey Bay's visitor information centre has lots of information on the Fraser Coast but it's inconveniently located on the outskirts of town on the Hervey Bay–Maryborough highway. Your GPS might bypass this route and take you towards Urangan.



Whale Watching & Cruises

Marine nature tours in season

Whale-watching tours operate out of Hervey Bay every day (weather permitting) during the annual migrations between late July and late October. While you can never predict the behaviour of wild animals, around 7000 humpback whales pass through here each year, allowing operators to 'guarantee' sightings from August to mid-October (a subsequent trip is free if the whales don’t show). Outside the whale season, many boats offer dolphin-spotting tours or sunset cruises. Boats cruise from Whale Bay Marina or the adjacent Great Sandy Straits Marina in Urangan out to Platypus Bay in the lee of K'gari, then zip around from pod to pod to find the most active whales. Most vessels offer half-day tours, and most include lunch and/or morning or afternoon tea. Tour bookings can often be made through your accommodation, or through the visitor information centres.

Blue Dolphin Marine Tours takes small groups aboard an 11.6m sailing catamaran and dolphin tours are offered outside the whale season. Freedom Whale Watch is an experienced operator on the luxury catamaran Freedom III. Cruise on the glass-bottomed vessel Milbi with a local Aboriginal crew with Hervey Bay Ecomarine Tours. The 3-level Spirit of Hervey Bay is Hervey’s largest whale-watching vessel. Tasman Venture has underwater microphones and viewing windows, plus K’gari day trips to the remote west coast.
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Whale watching tour | STEVE TODD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Explore the Esplanade

Walk or cycle the waterfront

Hervey Bay's Esplanade runs along the shoreline for 16km from Gataker's Bay to Urangan boat harbour via the suburbs of Point Vernon, Pialba, Scarness, Torquay and Urangan. A walking/cycling path parallels the road, so it's an easy way to explore the area, and you'll find some of the town's best cafes, restaurants and pubs along here, as well as watersports operators renting kayaks and stand-up paddleboards from the beach. Popular attractions include Wetside Water Park and Torquay Beach, home to both the sailing club and surf-lifesaving club. At the eastern end is historic Urangan Pier, one of the longest in Australia, and a little further on is Reefworld, a small family-run aquarium with fish-feeding sessions. Whale-watching boats depart from the marina at the far east end of the Esplanade. Detour a few blocks inland here for the Hervey Bay Botanic Gardens on Elizabeth St; it's worth a visit for the Orchid House (open 9am to 2.30pm Monday to Friday).


K'GARI SAND-DRIVING TIPS

Pay attention to tide times; it's recommended to drive on the beach only during the two hours either side of high tide.

Don't drive through saltwater, ever (it will void your insurance).

Follow directions for reducing tyre pressure according to conditions – the softer the sand, the more air you should let out.

Adhere to speed limits: maximum 80km/h on the beach (hire companies recommend 60km/h) and 30km/h on inland tracks. Stay to the left of other vehicles (including aircraft).

Don't drive at night; set up camp well before dark.

Don't drink and drive; police regularly test drivers on the beach.

Look out for light aircraft landing and taking off on the hard sand between Eurong and Maheno!



Eating & drinking in Hervey Bay: Our Picks

Bayaroma Cafe: Famous for its coffee, all-day breakfasts and people-watching position across from the beach in Torquay. 6am-2pm $

Enzo’s on the Beach: This sleek spot morphs from breakfast classics to seafood dinners. 6.30am-5pm, to 9pm Thu, to 10pm Fri-Sun $$

Paolo’s Pizza Bar: A wood-fired oven and an authentic feel for Italian food combine to produce the best pizza and pasta. 5-9pm Thu-Mon $$

Eat in the Bay: Health-conscious breakfast and lunch cafe styled on a New York deli, with bagels and Reuben sandwiches. 6.30am-2.30pm $$

Beach House Hotel: A popular pub, with a prime view on Scarness Beach, range of beer and big-screen sport. 10am-10pm, to 2am Fri & Sat

Cafe Tapas: Serving international-style tapas, this is primarily a cocktail bar. 11am-10pm Wed, Thu & Sun, to midnight Fri & Sat

Aquavue: Kick back with a beer, especially on Sunday afternoons when there’s live music. 6am-4pm Mon-Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat, to 7pm Sun

Bayswater Bar & Grill: Multiple bars and open-air terrace with sea views make this a fine place for a sundowner; live music on weekends. 10am-11pm






TOP EXPERIENCE
K’gari


The Indigenous Butchulla people call it K’gari – meaning 'paradise' – and that is now the official name of Fraser Island, the world's largest sand island and the only place where rainforest grows on sand. Sculpted by wind, sand and surf, the striking blue freshwater lakes, giant dunes and lush rainforests form an enigmatic island paradise unlike any other.
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Lake McKenzie (Boorangoora) | VITALIPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PRACTICALITIES

Use this QR code to organise camping and vehicle permits.
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The Lakes Circuit

The freshwater lakes of K'gari's interior are showstoppers. Even if you've seen it in pictures, the iridescent blue waters and pure-white silica-sand beaches of Lake McKenzie (Boorangoora) on a sunny day will leave you in awe. These are 'perched' lakes, created only by rainwater and not fed by any rivers or underground water sources. Water is prevented from soaking in by organic material forming a layer at the base of the dune. The lakes are superb for swimming: McKenzie is often crowded in the afternoons, while lakes Birrabeen and Boomanjin (both a bit more difficult to reach) see far fewer tours or backpacker groups.


DON'T MISS

Lake McKenzie

Central Station Walks

Kingfisher Bay and Eurong

Eli Creek

Maheno Wreck

Lake Wabby

Bush and beach camping



Central Station Walks

Central Station has a ranger station and a very popular camping ground with coin-operated hot showers, toilets and barbecues, all set amid towering rainforest. Some of the island's best inland walks start here, from the short (wheelchair-accessible) boardwalk along Wanggoolba Creek to the excellent 4km Pile Valley Circuit through stands of giant native satinay trees. For fit walkers, there are trails from here to Lake McKenzie, Lake Birrabeen and Eurong.
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Central Station | ALEXANDRE.ROSA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Kingfisher Bay & Eurong

K'gari's main resort communities sit at opposite sides of the island and each are mini villages, with general stores, fuel, restaurants, tour operators and other services. Kingfisher Bay Resort, on the west coast and with direct ferry service from River Heads, is a spectacular rainforest resort with a soaring main building housing several restaurants and bars, a store, fine-art gallery, 4WD hire and comfortable rooms and villas in native gardens. Island tours leave from here. On the east coast, Eurong has the ageing but comfortable K'Gari Beach Resort, with the advantage of easy access to 75-mile Beach. About 20km north of Eurong, Happy Valley is another small community with accommodation, a restaurant and a store.
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4WD sand driving | ALEXANDRE.ROSA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Lake Wabby

About 4km north of Eurong, a signposted walking trail off the beach (4.8km return) leads across sand blows to the beautiful Lake Wabby, the most accessible of K'gari's lakes from the beach. An easier route is driving to the Lake Wabby Lookout from the inland side off Cornwell's Break Rd. Lake Wabby is surrounded on three sides by eucalyptus forest, while the fourth side is a massive sand blow.


Dingoes

Believed to be among the most genetically pure in the world, the dingoes of K'gari are sleek, spry and an important part of the island ecology. They are protected by law and visitors are discouraged from interacting with them. Dingoes are pack animals and breed once a year (March to May), with pups arriving June to August.



Eli Creek

Eli Creek is a popular stop for families and picnickers along the 75 Mile Beach, thanks to the crystal-clear stream that flows down from the interior and carves a path to the ocean (take care crossing the waterway by car). Walk the boardwalk upstream and swim or float back to the beach with the current.

Maheno Wreck

The rusty hulk of the Maheno wreck is a fascinating sight, with its photogenic, oxidised ribs wedged firmly in the sand for almost a century. It was a decommissioned passenger liner that was blown ashore by a cyclone in 1935 while being towed to a Japanese scrapyard. A signboard tells the story. The 9km stretch of Maheno Beach runs from the Pinnacles to Eli Creek.


TOP TIPS

• Book ferry trips and camping permits online in advance (4WD-hire companies can do this for you).

• Always drive to local conditions and reduce tyre pressure to suit conditions.

• Be aware of tide times and plan to be off the beach well before high tide.

• Plan where you're going to camp and allow plenty of time to get there (don't drive at night).

• If camping, stock up on food and drinks to avoid higher island prices.

• Don't attempt to swim in the ocean; currents are deadly and the waters are inhabited by sharks and stingers.



Indian Head & Champagne Pools

At the far northern end of the eastern beach, Indian Head offers good sea views and occasional whale sightings, though the walking track was closed due to erosion at the time of writing. Between here and Waddy Point the trail branches inland to Champagne Pools, foaming rock pools that are the only spot on the island for safe saltwater swimming. This is as far as 4WD-hire companies and most tour operators will allow you to go, and many tracks from here are closed for environmental protection.

Sand Driving

The majority of visitors to K'gari come with their own 4WD vehicle as much for the adventure of beach driving as for the island's natural attractions. If you don't have one, you can still join the fun by hiring a 4WD in Hervey Bay or Rainbow Beach (or on the island at Kingfisher Bay). It's not cheap but with a group it can be affordable – count on $200 to $400 per day plus the barge fee – and the hire companies will give you a briefing, tide times, a map of where not to go and an introduction to handling the 4WD vehicle. Most companies also offer camping kits for an extra fee. You don't need to be experienced in 4WD or sand driving but people get bogged every year and it can be costly and time-consuming to be rescued, or (worse) you risk being swamped by the tide. Accidents also occur on tight inland bends and single-lane tracks, usually due to excessive speed.

Stressbusting Tours

If you don't want the stress of driving on sand or you're short on time, a tour is the best way to see K'gari. There are essentially two types of tours.

The tag-along tours – where you get to share the driving with other participants on a guided convoy drive of the island, usually over two or three days with camping – are popular with backpackers as they're affordable, usually all-inclusive, social, safe and good fun. Operators depart from Rainbow Beach and Hervey Bay.

Organised bus tours range from day tours, packing the island's hot-spots into a single day, to multiday tours with overnight stops at island resorts or lodges. These depart from Hervey Bay or Rainbow Beach and include the ferry crossing, or from resorts on the island.

Another option is the scenic flight: aircraft regularly land on 75 Mile Beach at low tide; flights depart from Hervey Bay and from the island itself on a 15-minute flight.


K’gari Ferries

Three vehicle ferries service K’gari daily from River Heads, 10km south of Hervey Bay, and Inskip Point near Rainbow Beach. Sealink sails regularly from River Heads to Wanggoolba Creek (30 minutes) or Kingfisher Bay (45 minutes). Mantaray has two daily barges from Inskip Point (15 minutes). Check schedules and book ahead online.



Island Camping

Camping is the best way to soak up the true essence of K'gari. You can camp above the high-tide mark in designated zones along the eastern beach except near freshwater sources (such as Eli Creek) and where signs prohibit it, but there are no facilities so you must be self-sufficient. You need a camping permit to stay at any of the 45 national parks camp sites. The most developed sites, with coin-operated hot showers, toilets and BBQs, are at Waddy Point, Dundubara and Central Station. Campers with vehicles can also use the smaller camping grounds with fewer facilities at Lake Boomanjin. There are private, dingo-fenced campgrounds at Cathedrals on Fraser and Dilli Village.


Dingo safety

• Dingoes are protected on the island and, while attacks are rare, some precautions should be taken.

• Never feed dingoes; it’s illegal.

• Don’t leave food scraps lying around.

• Don’t attempt to pat, touch or get too close to dingoes.

• Stay in groups and keep children within arm’s reach.

• If hiking, carry a stick (orange plastic sticks can be found at island settlements).






Take in Some Art & Culture

Hervey Bay's gallery and museum

The Hervey Bay Regional Art Gallery is the city's cultural flagship, with three refurbished galleries hosting changing exhibitions that feature local and visiting artists, in addition to a collection of contemporary Australian art. The gallery is set in a small park and out front is the life-sized 8.3m sculpture of a humpback whale breaching out of the ground. The impressive sculpture of ironbark and polished steel represents Nala, a female whale and regular visitor to the Hervey Bay waters since at least 1988.

The Hervey Bay Historical Village and Museum, open Friday to Sunday, comprises 21 heritage buildings and exhibits that tell the story of the early days of local settlement, including a church, a school, a railway station and a blacksmith.

In Search of Seafood

Fresh from the boat

Hervey Bay is renowned for its fresh-from-the-boat seafood and fishing charters. Locals regularly fish from the numerous piers along the waterfront, particularly Urangan Pier.

If you're shopping for fresh fish and crustaceans, head to the Fisherman's Wharf area of Urangan, where you'll find wholesalers Urangan Fisheries and Boat Harbour Fisheries selling direct from their retail shops.

For cooked seafood, Maddigan's Seafood is a locally popular fish and chippery on the Esplanade across from Torquay Beach, while Migaloo's Seafood Market, facing Urangan Pier, offers dine-in and takeaway.


K’GARI LOCAL KNOWLEDGE
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Peter Meyer (petermeyerphotography.com), a 30-year resident of K’gari, tour guide and fine-art photographer, shares his tips on visiting the sand island:

Don’t miss

Lake McKenzie and the Southern Lakes Circuit; Pile Valley Circuit Walk at Central Station; Lake Wabby – walk down from the lookout; Kirrar Sandblow walk.

Best time to visit

April–May and October–November are ideal for climate, with fewer visitors. Avoid Christmas, New Year and Easter – too crowded! February is the worst for March flies.

Photography

Best light is just after sunrise and just before sunset. Camp as close as possible to your subject (such as the Maheno wreck) so you don’t need to drive in the dark. It’s OK to photograph dingoes from a distance; use a zoom lens.



Eating on K'Gari: Our Picks

Sand Bar & Bistro: Casual lunch and dinner restaurant-cafe-bar near the jetty and beach at Kingfisher Bay. noon-3pm & 5-8pm $

Sand & Wood: This restaurant at Kingfisher Bay Resort does buffet breakfasts and Modern Australian cuisine. 6.30-10am & 11am-4pm $$

McKenzie's on 75: This restaurant in Eurong village does a buffet breakfast, plus à la carte lunch and dinner (order in advance). 6.30am-8.30pm $$

Dune Restaurant: Kingfisher Bay Resort's fancy restaurant specialises in Asian fusion cuisine and is the place for a special dinner. 5.30-9pm $$$




Beyond Hervey Bay & the Fraser Coast
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While K'gari rightfully commands the majority of traveller interest in this region, there's plenty to entice visitors to linger on the mainland.


It’s worth lingering on the Fraser Coast for its coastal beauty, beachfront national parks, seaside villages and sugar-cane fields surrounding old-fashioned country towns. Between Hervey Bay and the Sunshine Coast, the Cooloola Coast is a dramatic stretch of 4WD-able beach, national parks and remote camping, culminating in the backpacker-friendly surf enclave of Rainbow Beach. Inland along the Bruce Hwy, historic Gympie and Maryborough are well worth a stop for their heritage buildings and museums.

This land is traditionally owned by the Butchulla, Kabi Kabi (Gubbi Gubbi) and Gureng Gureng people.

Places

Rainbow Beach

Cooloola Coast

Maryborough

Gympie


GETTING AROUND

Greyhound and Premier Motor Service both have regular coach services along the Bruce Hwy (A1) with stops at all the major towns, including Gympie and Maryborough, and diversions to Rainbow Beach and Hervey Bay. The Cooloola Coast is best explored with your own vehicle, on foot or on a tour. Wide Bay Transit runs hourly buses between Hervey Bay and Maryborough. Both the Spirit of Queensland and Tilt Train stop at Gympie and Maryborough.



Rainbow Beach Time from Hervey Bay: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Coloured cliffs and K'gari crossings

Named for cliffs of colourful, mineral-rich sand, Rainbow Beach is an idyllic end-of-the-road town on Butchulla land at the base of the Inskip Peninsula. A dramatic beach-driving approach from the south is possible only by 4WD; it's more conventionally accessed by sealed roads from Gympie, 73km southwest. Rainbow is a great place to try your hand at various outdoor activities, from surfing and diving to paragliding and skydiving.

A 600m track through forest at the southern end of Cooloola Dr leads to the Carlo Sand Blow, a spectacular 120m-tall dune with views across the scope of Wide Bay. You can walk out onto the dune for amazing views over the cliffs, beaches, ocean and islands; heed warning signs for the sake of your own safety, and for the preservation of the dune. This is the start or end of the Cooloola Great Walk.

Dolphins of Tin Can Bay

Tin Can Bay is a sleepy fishing town and close-knit community where a pod of Australian humpback dolphins have been showing up outside Barnacles Cafe (barnaclesdolphins.com.au) at the Norman Point marina most mornings for more than 50 years. From around 8am you can watch the wild dolphins over breakfast at the cafe or, for $10, head down to the beach with local volunteers and handfeed the dolphins. There's a strict limit on the amount of fish the dolphins can receive, so arrive early. Locals know the visiting dolphins by name, many of them having come in for a feed and recovery after being injured over the years.

Feeding wild animals, including dolphins, is a controversial subject and is illegal in Australia. It can interfere with the dolphins' regular hunting habits and affect their health if the feed is not part of their regular diet. The feedings at Barnacles are regulated and overseen by Queensland's Department of Environment (and thus exempt). For more information on the impact of feeding dolphins, check out Action for Dolphins (afd.org.au), an Australian marine conservation organisation.

Tin Can Bay is a half-hour drive west of Rainbow Beach and 40 minutes northeast of Gympie.

Cooloola Coast Time from Hervey Bay: 3 HRS [image: img]

Remote beach driving

Extending from Lake Cootharaba north to Rainbow Beach, the Great Sandy National Park section of Cooloola Coast offers wide ocean beaches, soaring cliffs of richly coloured sands and one of Australia's most exhilarating beach drives – from Noosa North Shore to Double Island Point, around 50km to the north, then on to Rainbow Beach.

The route is only accessible to 4WDs with a vehicle permit (available from parks.des.qld.gov.au) and forms part of the Great Beach Drive, a coastal touring route linking Noosa and Hervey Bay via K'gari. At Double Island Point, a 1.1km-long walking trail leads up to spectacular ocean views and a lighthouse dating back to 1884. From June to October, it's also a prime place for spotting humpback whales.

From the Double Island Point section of the beach, a 4WD track cuts across the point to the edge of a large tidal lake and then along Rainbow Beach all the way to Inskip Point, passing spectacular coloured cliffs (made of ancient, oxidised sands) along the way. Great Beach Drive 4WD Tours offers day trips between Noosa and Rainbow Beach, as well as private charters.

[image: jpg]
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RAINBOW BEACH ADVENTURES

Rainbow Beach Horse Rides

Beach rides, swim rides, full-moon rides and overnight or multiday rides.

Surf & Sand Safaris

Half-day 4WD tours along the beach to the coloured sands and lighthouse at Double Island Point.

Wolf Rock Dive Centre

Trips to Wolf Rock pinnacles off Double Island Point, a great spot to dive with grey nurse sharks and rays.

North Side Paragliding

Rainbow Beach is renowned for paragliding. This Noosa outfit offers tandem flights and courses.

Epic Ocean Adventures

Surf lessons and tours to Double Island Point, and dolphin-spotting kayak tours, departing from Noosa.



Eating & Drinking in Rainbow Beach: Our Picks

Little Parliament: This main-street cafe is the place for coffee and a light breakfast or lunch. 6am-3pm $

Rainbow Beach Hotel: The local pub serves reliable steaks and seafood; good street views from the upstairs balcony. 10am-late $$

Deck at Sea Salt: A breezy deck and consistently good food; there’s takeaway fish and chips, tapas and a full menu. 8am-5pm Sun-Tue, to 11pm Wed-Sat $$

Rainbow Beach Surf Lifesaving Club: The location can’t be beaten, overlooking the beach at this unpretentious bar and bistro. 10am-9pm $$

Maryborough Time from Hervey Bay: 30 MINS [image: img]

Heritage celebrated

Founded in 1847 to take advantage of the broad Mary River, Maryborough is one of Queensland’s oldest towns. Its role as a major 19th-century river port is visible in the many fine heritage-listed buildings, Victorian parks and handsome Queenslanders lining the streets. History is celebrated in a clutch of intriguing and photogenic local museums and sites in the riverside Portside Heritage Precinct around Wharf St, and along Kent St where the impressive town hall is home to the Maryborough Fraser Island Visitor Information Centre. Don't miss a visit to the Cistern Chapel, working public toilets at the side of the town hall that have been painted inside with lively murals – volunteers known as 'flusher ushers' ensure the loos can be both admired and utilised.

Gympie Time from Hervey Bay: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Music Muster and museums

Gympie is best known for its annual country music festival, the Gympie Music Muster, held over four days in August. For the rest of the year, the former goldrush town, largely bypassed by the Bruce Hwy, has some fine heritage architecture, lush parkland and interesting relics of the gold and timber days.

Spread over 15 historical buildings, the Gympie Gold Mining & Historical Museum displays a diverse collection of mining equipment and steam engines, and activities such as gold panning. On the highway north of town, the Woodworks Museum has memorabilia and equipment from the region's old logging days, including an impressive steam-driven sawmill.

Train buffs will love the Mary Valley Rattler, a three-hour historic rail journey aboard century-old steam trains.


MARY POPPINS

Maryborough is the birthplace of Pamela Lyndon (PL) Travers, creator of the umbrella-wielding Mary Poppins character, and though she only spent the first three years of her life here, the town understandably dines out on the connection – even the pedestrian traffic lights on the main street depict Mary: red has umbrella folded, green is umbrella up!

The former bank building where Travers was born as Helen Lyndon Goff in 1899, on the corner of Kent and Richmond Sts, is now the Story Bank, a museum dedicated to all things Mary Poppins. The Mary Poppins Festival enlivens Maryborough in June/July, with storytelling, music and pop-up events around town.



Eating & Drinking in Maryborough: Our Picks

Alowishus Delicious: Alowishus is the slickest, shiniest cafe in central Maryborough. 7am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, 8am-4pm Sat & Sun $

Toast: Wraps, sandwiches, toasted focaccias and good coffee are the mainstay of this cafe. 6.30am-4pm Mon-Fri, 7am-1pm Sat & Sun $

Criterion Hotel: Heritage-listed pub with a laid-back open-fronted bistro and live music on weekends. 8am-3pm Sun-Wed, to 5pm Thu, to 2am Fri & Sat $$

Portside Cafe: Sit out back for views of the river; everything from Devonshire tea to wholesome lunch. 7.30am-9pm Wed-Sat, 7am-noon Sun $$




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Brisbane

Selina $ Excellent digital-nomad-focused hostel with dorms and en-suite doubles that feel more like boutique hotel rooms. There’s also free daily yoga, a coworking space, and a bar/restaurant, all just 150m from Roma St Station.

Hotel Indigo $$ Awash with murals and quirky art pieces, the Brisbane Indigo offers a boutique experience at a very reasonable price point for its central location.

Constance $$ Fans of street art will appreciate this 65-room Fortitude Valley hotel, complete with a small gym, rooftop bar and a glass-panelled lift affording views of the graffiti-strewn shaft.

Calile Hotel $$$ A slice of Palm Springs in Fortitude Valley, Brisbane’s hippest boutique hotel rises above James St, with chic pastel-hued rooms and a fabulous palm-tree-lined pool.

Inchcolm by Ovolo $$$ The Inchcolm’s 50 suites pay homage to the heritage-listed Wickham Tce building it’s named for, with luxe, vintage-style furnishings. There’s also complimentary in-room minibar, self-service laundry and a free happy hour.

North Stradbroke & Moreton Islands

YHA Stradbroke Island $ One of the few Straddie properties that take one-night bookings, with no-frills dorms and privates. Attached to the Manta Scuba Centre.

Sea Shanties $$ This waterfront oasis at Straddie’s Amity Point offers seven lovely, self-contained cabins.

Castaway Moreton Island $$ Comfy queen ‘glamp cabins’ surrounded by native gardens make for a peaceful stay in Bulwer on Moreton Island, with transfers available.

Tangalooma Island Resort $$ Enjoy access to the Moreton Island resort’s facilities on the cheap by squeezing three people into a simple budget room.

Toowoomba & Scenic Rim

Potters Hotel Toowoomba $$ Complimentary use of a microwave and laundry facilities give this modern and central hotel an edge on Toowoomba’s largely unremarkable hotels.

Country Mile Escape $$ Wake up to wallabies grazing on the rolling hills of 28-hectare farm outside Canungra at these two privately situated cottages; The Shay sleeps two and The Aerial sleeps up to four.

Nightfall $$$ Four luxe glamping tents on the southwestern fringe of Lamington National Park offer a glorious nature immersion, with organic meals included.

Granite Belt

Ridgemill Estate $$ Cosy up beside the log fire with a complimentary bottle of estate wine at these 12 contemporary, self-contained cabins overlooking the vines.

Girraween Environmental Lodge $$$ Switch off (there’s no wi-fi) in these ecofriendly, architecturally designed self-catering bush chalets just outside the national park.

Gold Coast

Bunk Surfers Paradise $ Dorm rooms cleverly configured to maximise privacy are a bonus at this large, modern and super-central hostel with a pool, a kitchen and chill-out spaces.

Pink Hotel $$ This candy-pink mid-century motel has been transformed into a good-time boutique hotel, with room service from Eddie’s Grub House downstairs.

Cheshire Cat $$$ Step back into the glitter strip’s golden era at this renovated 1960s Palm Beach property with six individually styled queen rooms and a two-bedroom apartment, all with keyless (smartphone-activated) entry.

QT $$$ A 2022 revamp put the Goldie’s original retro-chic boutique hotel back on the must-stay list, with cabin rooms now also available.

Gold Coast Hinterland

Binna Burra Lodge $$ Choose between camping, safari tents, tiny house-style cabin rooms and ‘sky lodge’ apartments at this historic Lamington National Park property.

O’Reilly’s Rainforest Retreat $$ BYO bedding for the campground’s safari tents or upgrade to a studio or villa at the main lodge, 100m up the road in Green Mountains. Offers a range of family-friendly activities.

Avocado Sunset Bed & Breakfast $$$ Choose from four individually furnished rooms at this delightful Tamborine Mountain B&B; three with bath or spa and one with a log fireplace.

Noosa & Peregian Beach

Bounce Noosa $ A flashpackers with shared dorms, private rooms and a pool, 3km from the beach.

Essence Peregian Beach $$$ Across the street from the ocean, this luxurious retreat offers studios and fully equipped apartments.

Eumundi

HOLA $$ An art-forward boutique hotel on Eumundi’s main street, highlighting the work of renowned local painters, ceramicists and sculptors.

Lake Cootharaba

Habitat Noosa $ Camp sites, glamping tents and accessible cabins set on the shores of Lake Cootharaba.

Caloundra & Maroochydore

Motel Caloundra $$ A classic motel that’s been reimagined as the Sunshine Coast’s first net-zero-energy hotel, a short walk from the beach.

LOEA $$ With just 10 rooms decorated in coastal shades, this new hotel features free bike hire and a magnesium pool opposite the Maroochy River.

Montville, Maleny & Mapleton

Maleny Lodge $$ Steeped in history, this circa-1905 Queenslander on Maleny’s main street was recently renovated to better reflect a bygone era.

Mapleton Springs $$ The three self-contained villas and infinity pool are lovely. But it’s the native rescue animals – including koalas and wallabies – that you’ll remember most.

Secrets on the Lake $$$ Handcrafted in wood and nestled in the rainforest, these treehouses overlook Lake Baroon, with easy access to hiking trails.

Spicers Clovelly $$$ An intimate luxury escape high in the hinterland, with an award-winning on-site restaurant.

Kenilworth

Kenilworth Homestead $ A heritage-listed property 2km from Kenilworth on the banks of the Mary River, this camp site also offers rooms for the tent-less.

Beerwah

Crocodile Hunter Lodge $$$ These self-contained cabins are an extension of nearby Australia Zoo’s offerings. Don’t miss the infinity pool, with a photo-realistic crocodile at its bottom.

Hervey Bay

Flashpackers Hervey Bay $ Torquay-based backpackers with activities from beach volleyball to free cinema and a sausage sizzle.

Colonial Village Resort $ In tranquil bushland close to the marinas. Camping, budget rooms and good-value en-suite rooms and villas plus a common area and bar.

Beachfront Tourist Parks $ A series of excellent council-run shorefront caravan and camp sites along the Esplanade at Pialba, Scarness and Torquay.

Kondari Hotel $$ Part budget motel, part resort with a pool, a restaurant, a bar, a bottle shop and easy access to the marinas and airport.

Pier One $$$ Swish apartments with sea views at the cool end of town on the Esplanade near Urangan Pier.

Rainbow Beach

Freedom Rainbow Beach $ Close to the main strip with dorms, twins and doubles. Pool, bar, BBQs, table tennis and nightly entertainment.

Pippies Beach House $ It’s all about the backpackers here, with pool and group activities including tag-along K’gari tours.

Rainbow Beach Holiday Village $ Central caravan park offering grassy sites and a range of villas and chalets, plus a camp kitchen, a swimming pool, gas BBQs and a store.

Debbie’s Place $$ Meticulously kept Queenslander and Rainbow Beach’s finest accommodation with motel- and apartment-style rooms; Debbie is a mine of information.






Central & Tropical North Queensland
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CORAL REEFS, RAINFOREST & THE OUTBACK


Incredibly diverse, Central and Tropical North Queensland stretches from Bundaberg north to the Torres Strait Islands, and from the peerless Great Barrier Reef to the outback.



[image: jpg]
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Get ready for adventure. This vast arena of natural wonders holds many of Australia’s greatest drawcards – the 2300km-long submarine kingdom of the Great Barrier Reef, the teal waters and white-sand beaches of the Whitsunday Islands, tropical rainforests like the Daintree that really do come down to meet the sea, plus a First Nations civilisation that has existed unbroken for over 50,000 years. Throw in intriguing wildlife, such as tree-kangaroos and cassowaries, and this place really is an attention-grabber.

It is also well and truly the tropics. The city of Rockhampton straddles the tropic of Capricorn, while Thursday Island in the Torres Strait is only 10° south of the equator. Occasional tropical cyclones barrel into the coast from the Coral Sea in summer; the best season for visitors is ‘the Dry’, from April to October. Temperatures, humidity and plenty of rain can make things a tad uncomfortable during ‘the Wet’, which turns trickling streams into raging rivers.

With the Great Barrier Reef tantalisingly close, Cairns is a major traveller base and an obligatory stop on any East Coast itinerary. Divers and snorkellers swarm here and to upmarket Port Douglas for easy access to the reef. The cooler Atherton Tablelands, with volcanic craters, waterfalls and gourmet food producers, is a short drive inland, while real adventurers will enjoy delving into the outback.


THE MAIN AREAS

BUNDABERG

Legendary rum and ginger beer.

ROCKHAMPTON & the CAPRICORN COAST

On the tropic of Capricorn.

AIRLIE BEACH & THE WHITSUNDAYS

Unmatched island playground.

TOWNSVILLE & MAGNETIC ISLAND

Friendly city with sunshine.

MISSION BEACH

Spot a cassowary.

CAIRNS

Easy access to the reef.

ATHERTON TABLELANDS

Tree-kangaroos and local produce.

THE DAINTREE & CAPE TRIBULATION

World Heritage–listed rainforest.

COOKTOWN & CAPE YORK

Rock art and rich history.

TORRES STRAIT ISLANDS

Between Cape York and Papua New Guinea.

GULF SAVANNAH

Lava tubes and hot springs.

OUTBACK QUEENSLAND

The vast and untamed interior.





Find Your Way


North Queensland is huge. The main cities, all on or within cooee of the coast, are, from south to north, Bundaberg, Rockhampton, Mackay, Townsville and Cairns. By road, it’s 1350km from Bundaberg to Cairns.
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Plan Your Days


Where you go, at what time and for how long all depends on your interests and budget. You could while away a lot of time up here, especially if you like adventuring, walking and wildlife.
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A Quick Visit

• If time is not on your side, fly in to Cairns, check out the city and head to the Great Barrier Reef on a day trip. Make sure to visit the city’s Lagoon, Esplanade & Boardwalk, the Cairns Aquarium and try some local craft beer at Hemingway’s Brewery.

• With another day or two up your sleeve, consider taking a tour or renting some wheels for a visit to the World Heritage–listed Daintree Rainforest & Cape Tribulation. Got one more day? Take the Kuranda Scenic Railway to Kuranda and return on the Skyrail Rainforest Cableway.




Road Trip!

• If you’ve got wheels and time to explore, it’s around 1700km by road from Brisbane to Cairns, or 20 hours of driving up the coast. There’s plenty to see and explore along the way. Stop in Bundaberg, check out the Capricorn Coast, then take a few days to play in the Whitsunday Islands.

• Continuing north, stop off in Townsville to visit Magnetic Island , then drop into Mission Beach to look for a cassowary before reaching Cairns. If you’ve got a 4WD, you could even carry on to the tip of Cape York.




Going the Whole Hog

• If time isn’t an issue, consider a round trip of North Queensland from Brisbane with some rental wheels. Drive up the coast to Cairns as per the previous itinerary, then carry on north to Port Douglas. Check out the Daintree Rainforest, before continuing north to historic Cooktown.

• Head back south and inland to the Atherton Tablelands, before driving west on the Savannah Way to reach Karumba Point on the Gulf of Carpentaria.

• It’s time to to turn south again, dropping in to Mt Isa, then finding your way back towards Brisbane through Outback Queensland.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

North Queensland is best visited during the dry season (April to October). November to March is hotter, wetter and also cyclone and stinger season.

JANUARY

It’s the full-on wet season and the Barron Falls are pumping near Kuranda in the Atherton Tablelands.
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FEBRUARY

Expect northerly winds, calmer seas and great water clarity out on the Great Barrier Reef through summer.
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APRIL

School holidays throughout Australia, so expect plenty of families; book early, especially to Cairns.
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JUNE

Book early as there are more Aussie winter school holidays from late June to mid-July and temperatures here are perfect.
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JULY

Loads of fun in Cairns with the three-day Cairns Show; the last day is a citywide public holiday.
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AUGUST

Prime time for a 4WD adventure to the tip of Cape York, the northernmost point on the Australian mainland.

[image: jpg]

ELECTRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

NOVEMBER

Starting in November, it’s loggerhead turtle nesting season at Mon Repos beach, northeast of Bundaberg.
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Bundaberg

TURTLES | RUM | BEACH COMMUNITIES
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Bundaberg is a vibrant regional centre in the heart of rich agricultural and sugar-cane farmland, fed by the broad Burnett River and its tributaries. The region has an array of attractions – led by its renowned rum distillery and nesting turtles at Mon Repos – and an easygoing ambience, with parks, gardens and a decent regional art gallery. Backpackers are drawn here in search of farm work, so there’s a good network of ‘working’ backpacker hostels in town.

Although ‘Bundy, as it’s known for short, is not on the coast, the beach hamlets of Bargara, Burnett Heads and Elliot Heads are less than half an hour away by car, with their own accommodation and dining options. Boat tours to Lady Musgrave Island depart daily from the marina at Burnett Heads. The Traditional Owners are the Taribelang; the name comes from Bunda (a kinship group) while ‘berg’ means ‘town’.


GETTING AROUND

Greyhound and Premier Motor Service have daily services connecting Bundaberg with Brisbane (eight to nine hours), Hervey Bay (2½ hours) and Rockhampton (3½ to five hours). Translink has regular weekday bus services to Bargara (20 minutes) and other beach communities, leaving from Woongarra St. The Queensland Rail Tilt Train runs from Brisbane to Bundaberg (4½ hours). The Spirit of Queensland (5½ hours) also stops here between Brisbane and Cairns. Bundaberg’s small airport has daily flights to Brisbane and twice-weekly flights to Melbourne and the Gold Coast.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bundaberg Rum Distillery

SLEEPING

2 Bundaberg Spanish Motor Inn

3 Bunk Inn

4 Dingo Blue Base Backpackers

5 Grosvenor Backpackers

6 The Hub Backpackers

7 Tomato Backpackers

EATING

8 A Spoonful of Sauce

9 Alowishus Delicious

10 Bella M Pizza

11 Ensoku

12 Indulge

13 Oodies Cafe

14 River Cruze

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Ballistic Bargara

16 Ohana Cider House & Winery

INFORMATION

17 Bundaberg Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Book online in advance for the nighty Turtle Encounter (November to March), especially during holiday periods. Numbers are limited to 200. Bookings can also be made through the Bundaberg Visitor Information Centre, right behind the rum distillery.



Bundy Brew

Rum, wine and ginger beer

Bundaberg is nationally famous for its rum, but it’s not the only brew in town. You can’t miss the unmistakable polar bear mascot on billboards and pubs, while the giant rum bottle stands proudly outside the Bundaberg Rum Distillery. Do the self-guided tour through the museum and theatre or join an entertaining hourlong guided tour of the distillery.

Ohana Cider House & Winery is a sweet little tap and tasting room with an operational brewery on-site. Sample a variety of fruit ciders, then have a bottle of your choice filled directly from the tap. Kalki Moon is a boutique distillery producing a range of gin, vodka, rum and liqueurs. Tours are held a couple of times daily, or you can call in for tastings.

For nonalcoholic drinks, Bundaberg Barrel is the home of Bundy’s famous ginger beer, which comes in a surprising range of other flavours, from sarsaparilla to guava. Visit the Barrel to take an audio tour of the small museum, taste the 14 varieties and take a six-pack home.
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See the Turtles of Mon Repos

Loggerheads on the beach

The largest population of marine turtles, mostly loggerheads, on Australia’s East Coast arrives on Mon Repos beach to lay eggs every summer, roughly between mid-October and January. All being well the hatchlings struggle out of the sand and towards the sea eight weeks later (between January and March). The arriving turtles and nests are carefully monitored by rangers, and an impressive ecotourism project has been established at the state-of-the-art Mon Repos Turtle Centre. The centre features an interactive turtle museum, theatre, gallery and cafe. Every evening from around 6.30pm in season, informative guided Turtle Encounters take visitors to unobtrusively see turtles laying eggs or to watch hatchlings emerge and scurry down the beach. Book ahead online, as numbers are limited. Sightings are highly likely but there’s no schedule and you may have a long wait before being called out to the beach (turtles can only be observed once they have dug their nest and begun laying). Note that the beach is closed from 6pm to 6am in turtle season, except for those on a tour.


Bundy’s Backpackers

Work, stay, play

Bundaberg has a good range of ‘working backpackers’: hostels that liaise with local farmers to find year-round agricultural work for travellers looking to extend their Working Holiday visas. Most places are very social and there’s plenty of room for partying, though working backpackers often start early and work long hours.

Bunk Inn offers 12-bed dorms, tour bookings and plenty of farm connections. Riverside Dingo Blue Base Backpackers is a party place with a pool and a backpacker-only bar. Right in the town centre, Grosvenor is a former pub with a 24-hour food joint and solid work options. The Hub Backpackers is a popular choice for workers, with two- to four-bed dorms, while Tomato Backpackers is cheap and cheerful with weekly rates for workers.


THE RUM STORY

Bundaberg’s rum distillery was established in 1888 on the back of the sugar-cane industry. Molasses, the sweet, sticky byproduct of sugar refining, is used in many foods, flavourings and even industry, but so much was produced that most of it was going to waste until a forward-thinking group of local citizens hit on the idea of distilling it to make rum.

The distillery was built right next to the sugar mill (still in operation – the molasses is pumped directly from the factory to the distillery) and Bundaberg rum was born using the local molasses, yeast and Bundaberg town water. It’s this combination that goes into Bundaberg Original Rum, though today there are many variations.



Eating & Drinking in Bundaberg: Our Picks

A Spoonful of Sauce: The best dumplings in town and a range of other budget Chinese favourites. hours vary $

Bella M Pizza: North of the river, Belle does some of Bundy’s best pizzas and Italian. 3-8pm $

Oodies: Bundaberg’s most cosmopolitan cafe is north of the river, with armchairs, art, a loyal local crowd and good coffee. 6.30am-2pm $$

Indulge: Local produce and an intriguing menu featuring Turkish eggs, prawn po’ boys and beef brisket. 8am-2.30pm Mon-Fri, 7am-noon Sat $$

Alowishus Delicious: This upbeat cafe in an arcade off Bourbong St is the place for coffee. Good food too. 7am-4pm Mon-Fri, 8am-1pm Sat $

River Cruze: The location on the river is a standout feature; all-day breakfast and lunch menu of salads, wraps and burgers. 5.30am-5pm Tue-Sun $$

Ensoku: Treading a line between Japanese, Korean and Western, this restaurant serves delicious fusion food. 9am-2pm & 5-9pm $$

Ballistic Bargara: A craft brewery and taproom with pizzas, sliders and other pub grub. 11.30am-9pm Wed-Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat




Beyond Bundaberg
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The Wide Bay region extends north and south of Bundaberg, encompassing small coastal communities and inland agricultural towns.


Between the Fraser and Capricorn Coasts is a low-key region that most travellers whizz through, but which deserve a longer look. The standout attraction on the coast is Agnes Water and the tiny historic Town of 1770. Backpackers gather here to try their hand at surfing or take the day trip out to Lady Musgrave Island, while campers take advantage of the seafront caravan parks and camping areas, in addition to local national park hiking. Nearby are two remote national parks popular with 4WD off-road adventurers. Inland, Childers is a charming little town on the Bruce Hwy, surrounded by farmland where travellers stop for agricultural work.
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Sugar cane fields near Childers | WALTER BIBIKOW/GETTY IMAGES ©

Places

Bargara

Childers

Agnes Water & the Town of 1770


GETTING AROUND

The Bruce Hwy runs inland between Maryborough and Rockhampton. Greyhound and Premier Motor Service buses stop in Childers on the highway and detour to Bundaberg and Agnes Water. The closest train station to Agnes Water is Miriam Vale on the Bruce Hwy, about 55km southeast. With your own vehicle, take Rosedale Rd north of Bundaberg for the backroad shortcut to Agnes Water.




Bargara Time from Bundaberg: 20 MINS [image: img]

Village by the sea

There are a number of beach communities east of Bundaberg between the Burnett and Burrum Rivers, including Elliott Heads, Mon Repos (home of the turtle centre) and Burnett Heads (port for trips to Lady Musgrave), but the best known is Bargara, popular for its surf beach, cruisy esplanade and low-key atmosphere. Traditional home of the Taribelang people, Bargara was settled by South Pacific Islanders brought in to work on the canefields in the late 19th century. Today it’s populated by retirees, longtime locals and holidaymakers; it makes a great detour for lunch at the Windmill or Rick’s, or a picnic of fish and chips on the foreshore. There’s good diving and snorkelling at Barolin Rocks and in the Woongarra Marine Park.
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Childers Time from Bundaberg: 45 MINS [image: img]

Historic rural town

Surrounded by lush green fields and the rich red soil of an area traditionally owned by the Dunaburra of the Kabi Kabi (Gubbi Gubbi) people, Childers is a charming little community with grand old pubs and heritage buildings that line the Bruce Hwy through town. The most notable buildings include the early 20th-century Federal Hotel and the rebuilt Palace Hotel, which an arsonist burnt down in 2000. It’s now home to a poignant memorial to the 15 backpackers who tragically perished in the blaze; look for it above the visitor centre.

Backpackers still flock to Childers for fruit-picking and farm work. Macadamia nuts, mangoes, lychees, strawberries, tomatoes and avocados are some of the produce planted, harvested and packaged in the area. The best way to get started in farm work and arrange accommodation is to contact one of the local backpacker hostels; try the Childers Eco Lodge or Farmgate Backpackers.


AGNES TOURS

Agnes and the Town of 1770 are both great places to join a tour, either in the water or on land. Drop by the visitor centre at Agnes Water for more info.

Reef 2 Beach Surf School

Surfing lessons, tours and board hire.

1770 Liquid Adventures

Guided kayak tours around Eurimbula National Park as well as kayak hire.

1770 SUP

Stand-up paddleboard tours and hire at 1770.

Scooter Roo Tours

Based at Southern Cross Travellers Retreat, fun tours on mini ‘chopper’ bikes.

1770 LARC Tours

Explore Bustard Bay and Eurimbula National Park in the pink amphibious vehicle.



Eating & Drinking in Childers: Our Picks

Paragon Theatre Espresso Bar: Charming cafe in a heritage-listed theatre, serving toasties, Buddha bowls and coffee. 7.30am-4.30pm $

Mammino Gourmet Ice Cream: Locally famous, Mammino is based just outside Childers. Made with all-natural ingredients. 9am-5pm $

Federal Hotel: Classic two-storey Federation-era hotel, the Feddy is a quintessential Australian pub. 10am-midnight $$

Mollydookers Cafe: In Apple Tree Creek, Mollydookers is a Canadian-themed cafe and bar. 10am-9pm Wed-Sat, 8.30am-2pm Sun $$

Agnes Water & the Town of 1770 Time from Bundaberg: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Surf’s up

Tucked away on gorgeous coastal lands owned traditionally by the Gureng Gureng people, Agnes Water is a former milling town turned holiday and surfing destination. Bordered by Eurimbula and Deepwater national parks, red-rock coves, paperbark wetlands and the rolling Pacific, Agnes Water has the East Coast’s most northerly surf beach, a sleepy commercial centre and some excellent backpacker hostels and camping grounds.

Just 8km up the road, at the end of a narrow promontory, tiny Town of 1770 is the site of Cook’s first landing in Queensland. The settlement is little more than a marina, a lovely pub and seafront camping, but it’s also a launching point for kayaking, paddleboarding and fishing excursions around the inlets of the ‘Discovery Coast’ and the departure point for boat trips to the Great Barrier Reef, Lady Musgrave Island and Eurimbula National Park.

The Bustard Bay Lookout is a great short walk from the car park at the tip of the peninsula, and you can hike along the beach between the two settlements. About 3km south of Agnes Water, the 400m Paperbark Forest Boardwalk meanders through the coastal floodplain.


COOK’S LANDING

The Town of 1770’s unusual name comes from its association with Lt (later Captain) James Cook, who came ashore here in May 1770 during his exploration of Australia’s East Coast. His party named nearby Bustard Bay after they shot and ate a large bird here. From 1802 the area was known as Round Hill, but the name was officially changed to ‘Seventeen Seventy’ by the state government in 1936, though locals prefer the Town of 1770 or simply 1770. If you follow Captain Cook Dr up to Bustard Bay Lookout, you’ll pass the Captain Cook Memorial, a stone cairn commemorating the landing site.




LADY MUSGRAVE ISLAND

Boats to tiny Lady Musgrave Island , part of the Capricornia Cays National Park and a popular snorkelling and diving destination, depart from Bundaberg and Town of 1770.



Eating & Drinking in Agnes Water & 1770: Our Picks

Agnes Water Tavern: Aussie pub fare at this hilltop local, and live music on weekends. 10am-midnight, to 2am Fri & Sat $$

Round Hill Road Pizza: Pizza is all it does and it does it well. Fresh ingredients and simple combinations. 4-8.30pm Tue-Sun $$

Codie’s Place: This family restaurant-bar specialises in breakfasts, Mexican dishes and all-day drinks. Reserve. 8am-9pm $$

The Tree: Popular indoor-outdoor pub-bistro at 1770 Beach Hotel. Has the best outlook for a sundowner and hearty pub food. 10.30am-10pm $$




Rockhampton & the Capricorn Coast

HISTORIC BUILDINGS | CULTURE | ISLAND GATEWAYS
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The Capricorn Coast straddles the tropic of Capricorn, the imaginary line separating the southern temperate zone from the northern tropics. It passes just south of Rockhampton, the main city in the region and Queensland’s ‘Beef Capital’, and includes the coastal port towns of Gladstone and Yeppoon.

Rockhampton (‘Rocky’ to locals) was a gold-rush town founded in 1858 along the broad Fitzroy River on land traditionally owned by the Darumbal people. Today it’s the administrative and commercial centre of Central Queensland, with many fine Victorian buildings and pubs reflecting the region’s 19th-century mining and beef-rearing heyday. Although 40km inland from the coast, Rocky has an interesting array of museums, cultural centres and gardens in town, and natural features such as Mt Archer and Capricorn Caves on the outskirts, as well as good dining and transport connections. For many, though, it’s a stopover on the way to Yeppoon and the Keppel Islands.


GETTING AROUND

Virgin and Qantas fly from Rockhampton to Brisbane, while Bonza has flights to Townsville and Cairns. The airport is about 4km west of the town centre. Greyhound and Premier Motor Service have regular bus services through the Capricorn Coast, connecting to Brisbane and Cairns. Queensland Rail trains between Brisbane and Cairns also stop here. Translink (Kinetic) runs a reasonably comprehensive bus network from Monday to Saturday; these buses also run out to Yeppoon, Rosslyn Bay and Emu Park. Taxis are available from Rocky Cabs (13 10 08).
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Dreamtime Cultural Centre

SIGHTS

2 Botanic Gardens

3 Great Keppel Island

4 Kershaw Gardens

5 Mt Archer

6 Rockhampton Museum of Art

7 Yeppoon Lagoon

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Capricorn Caves

SLEEPING

9 Criterion

10 Denison Boutique Hotel

11 Heritage Hotel Rockhampton

EATING

12 Bartlett’s Tavern

13 Boathouse

14 Headrick’s Lane

see 6 Hummingbird Cafe

15 Pacino’s

16 Riverston Tea Rooms

17 TruFusion Indian Bar & Grill

18 Two Professors

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19 Great Western Hotel

see 16 Oxford Hotel

ENTERTAINMENT

20 Footlights Theatre Restaurant

INFORMATION

see 7 Capricorn Coast Visitor Information Centre

21 Explore Rockhampton Visitor Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Drop into the Explore Rockhampton Visitor Centre at the southern entrance to town to pick up local information and see the tropic of Capricorn spire.



Dreamtime Culture, Parks & Gardens

Nature and cultural heritage

The Dreamtime Cultural Centre is a long-running cultural centre where the stories of the local Darumbal people and Torres Straits Islanders are told through exhibits and a village re-creation. Join the excellent 90-minute tours (10.30am and 1pm Monday to Friday) with knowledgeable Indigenous guides: learn about the significance of rock paintings, watch a didgeridoo demonstration and try your hand at throwing a returning boomerang.

Rockhampton’s heritage-listed Botanic Gardens offer an escape from the city heat, with shady tropical and subtropical rainforest, landscaped gardens and a small zoo (free). North of the Fitzroy River, Kershaw Gardens is another excellent park showcasing Australian native plants and an adventure playground.

If you have your own vehicle, don’t miss the drive up to Mt Archer, where a wheelchair-accessible treetop boardwalk leads to sensational views over Rockhampton and the Berserker Range.

Stroll Historic Quay St

Nineteenth-century riverside promenade

The historic Quay St streetscape, where grand sandstone 19th-century buildings face the Fitzroy River, is Rockhampton’s most beautiful precinct. The riverside park here is dedicated to tennis legend Rod Laver, who was born in Rockhampton in 1938. You can pick up leaflets that map out buildings of particular note from the visitor centre. Heritage highlights between the Fitzroy Bridge and William St include the Criterion Hotel (1889), the Bulletin Building (1926), Riverston Tearooms (former bank building, 1880), the Customs House (1899) and the Heritage Hotel (1898). Next to the Customs House is the contemporary Rockhampton Museum of Art (free), an excellent multilevel gallery showcasing local and visiting artists; there’s a good cafe on the ground floor.
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TOP HOTEL ARCHITECTURE

Criterion

With one of the finest facades on historic Quay St, the Criterion (1889) is Rockhampton’s grandest old pub.

Heritage Hotel

The fully restored Heritage (1898) is another towering corner pub on Quay St; budget accommodation upstairs.

Great Western Hotel

The building dates from 1862, but the big attraction here is the rodeo bull ring.

Oxford Hotel

The Oxford Hotel (1865) is popular among locals, with live music, Sunday sessions and good steaks.

Denison Boutique Hotel

This two-storey Victorian building (1886), built for the railway administration and now on the National Heritage register, is Rockhampton’s most characterful hotel.



Easy Cave Exploration

Above-ground caverns

Riddling the Berserker Range some 24km north of Rockhampton, the vast Capricorn Caves complex is one of the region’s top attractions. Formed by water working on the limestone of an ancient reef that was thrust upward by tectonic pressure, the caves are not technically underground, but they do contain cave coral, stalactites, dangling fig-tree roots and little insectivorous bats. The popular one-hour tour showcases their remarkable acoustics with a classical-music recording in Cathedral Cave, and is suitable for all ages and most fitness levels.

Swim & Shop in Yeppoon

Beach base and island gateway

Yeppoon is a breezy, laid-back town 45km northeast of Rockhampton with good sleeping, dining and shopping options and a long, beautiful beach. On the first Sunday of the month stop by the Figtree Creek Markets, a craft-and-produce bazaar held in the grounds outside the Capricorn Coast Visitor Information Centre. Cruises and the ferries to Great Keppel Island depart from the Keppel Bay Marina at Rosslyn Bay, 7km south of Yeppoon.

The focus of Yeppoon’s foreshore, Yeppoon Lagoon is a free ‘resort-style’ swimming lagoon with an infinity edge blending into vistas of the open ocean and Keppel Bay Islands. It has lifesavers on patrol, BBQs, a cafe and shady lawns.

Footlights Theatre Restaurant has been hosting a show-stopping three-course meal and two-hour comedy-variety show every Friday and Saturday night for more than 20 years; book ahead.


BULLS & BEEF

The cattle industry has been big business in central Queensland for more than a century, and Rockhampton takes its reputation as Australia’s beef capital seriously. Come here for steaks, saddleries, stockmen, the Beef Expo and the seven Big Bulls dotted around town. The life-sized cattle statues loom over roundabouts and startle pedestrians on footpaths – they’re modelled after various breeds common to the area, including Brahman and Santa Gertudis. A prominent feature of the bulls’ anatomy, the testicles, have been the target of theft by student pranksters, souvenir hunters and vandals in the past.




GREAT KEPPEL ISLAND

The beaches of Great Keppel Island rate among Queensland’s best. Take the ferry here from Rosslyn Bay for swimming, snorkelling, paddleboarding and other watery pleasures.



Eating & Drinking in Rockhampton: Our Picks

Hummingbird Cafe: The cafe in the Rockhampton Museum of Art has a breakfast-brunch menu. 7.30am-3pm Mon-Sat, 9am-1pm Sun $

Two Professors: Rocky’s best coffee shop also has a range of sandwich, wraps and breakfast and brunch fare. 5.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, 6am-2pm Sat & Sun $

Boathouse: In a scenic position on the historic Quay St riverfront, Boathouse serves reliable modern Australian food. 7am-9pm $$

Headrick’s Lane: All industrial decor, this restaurant and microbrewery is the most urbane place to eat in town. 5-10pm Tue-Sun $$$

Riverston Tea Rooms: Set in a former bank building, the Tea Rooms has a good breakfast and lunch menu. 7.30am-3pm Tue-Sat, till 2pm Sun $$

Bartlett’s Tavern: Locals rate the steaks at this unassuming family-run bistro highly. Daily specials and good value. 11.30am-2pm & 5.30-9pm $$

TruFusion Indian Bar & Grill: Combines flavours from around the subcontinent, including Nepal and Sri Lanka. 4.30-9pm $$

Pacino’s: An authentic trattoria at the Empire Hotel with a sophisticated menu and alfresco tables facing the Fitzroy River. 5-9.30pm Tue-Sat $$$




Beyond Rockhampton & the Capricorn Coast
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The islands are the main attraction, but if you’re willing to drive a few hours inland, some amazing trekking awaits.


The southern reef islands offer a chance to experience dreamy coral atolls and extraordinary marine life without the crowds. Heron can only be visited by the guests of the high-end resort, and remote Lady Elliot can only be accessed by light aircraft. Tiny Lady Musgrave Island is more affordable and a popular day trip from Bundaberg or 1770. The most accessible of all is Great Keppel Island, only a 30-minute boat ride from Rosslyn Bay. North of Yeppoon, Byfield National Park is a magnet for 4WDers, with beach, dune and rainforest drives and secluded camping.

Inland, some 400km southwest of Rockhampton, Carnarvon Gorge is an ancient primeval wilderness with some of the best hiking, camping and rock art in central Queensland.

Places

Great Keppel Island

Southern Reef Islands

Carnarvon National Park


GETTING AROUND

Of the islands, only Great Keppel Island has a regular daily boat service, run by Keppel Konnections and the larger Freedom Fast Cats, both departing from the marina at Rosslyn Bay, 9km south of Yeppoon. For resort guests, Heron Island can be reached by ferry four times a week or by helicopter. There’s no public transport west to Carnarvon National Park – you’ll need your own vehicle or join an organised tour.



Great Keppel Island Time from ROSSLYN BAY: 30 MINS [image: img]

Day trip to secluded beaches

Known as Wop-pa to its Woppaburra traditional owners, Great Keppel is the largest of the group of 18 islands that bears its name and the easiest to reach. Small enough to explore on foot, big enough that you can easily find a secluded bit of beach and beautiful enough that you might never want to leave, Great Keppel makes a perfect day-trip because of the regular ferries running here. An inviting range of beachfront accommodation and cafes means you can also spend a few sun-drenched days here, swimming, snorkelling and hiking. A small crowd gathers for happy hour cocktails at Hideaway after 3pm, but the island never feels crowded.
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Great Keppel Island | STUART PERRY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Southern Reef Islands Time from CAPRICORN COAST: 1½ TO 2 HRS [image: img]

Spot shearwaters at Lady Musgrave Island

Part of the Capricornia Cays National Park, this tiny cay sits on the western rim of a stunning, turquoise-blue reef lagoon known for its safe swimming, snorkelling and diving. A white-sand beach fringes a dense canopy of pisonia forest brimming with birdlife. Birds nest from October to April, while green turtles nest from November to February. Most people get here via a day trip (around $250) on the Lady Musgrave Experience from Bundaberg (two hours) or 1770 Reef from the Town of 1770 (90 minutes). Lady Musgrave now also offers overnight stays aboard Lady Musgrave HQ, a floating pontoon with above- and below-water accommodation run by Lady Musgrave Experience.

There is a national parks camping ground on the island’s west side. Numbers are limited to 40 at any one time, so apply online for a permit in advance. Both Lady Musgrave Experience and 1770 Reef offer camping transfers.

Snorkel and dive at Heron and Lady Elliot Islands

Heron Island is consistently ranked among the world’s finest scuba-diving regions, with a majority of the Great Barrier Reef’s fish and coral species found here. You need to be a guest of the Heron Island Resort to visit the island. While it’s a high-end experience, good deals and discounts are often available online. Transfers by boat or air from Gladstone, around 100km southeast of Rockhampton, are extra.

The Great Barrier Reef’s southernmost coral cay, Lady Elliot, is too remote for regular boat visits, so day-trippers and guests of the ramshackle Lady Elliot Island Eco Resort are flown in by light aircraft from Bundaberg, Hervey Bay and Agnes Water, landing on the grass airstrip in the middle of the island. Lady Elliot is renowned for its fringing coral reef, visiting manta rays and some of the best snorkelling in the southern reef. Migrating whales can also be seen between June and October.
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GREAT KEPPEL’S FUTURE

In the 1980s and early ’90s Great Keppel Island was home to Central Queensland’s most popular party resort. It had an ideal size, tropical climate and location close to Yeppoon and Rockhampton – plus the slogan ‘Get Wrecked on Keppel’. After being bought by developers Tower Holdings, it promptly closed down in 2008 amid the global financial crisis and the resort site has remained abandoned since.

Ongoing plans to develop a controversial mega-resort have been championed by developers but hotly contested by locals and environmentalists, who fear irreparable damage and a lack of infrastructure and drinking water. It’s likely a new resort will come to fruition one day, but for now the island is blissfully laid-back, especially after the last of the day-trippers depart.



Eating & Drinking in Airlie Beach: Our Picks

Tropical Vibes: The picnic tables fill up at lunchtimes with burger-munching, beer-sipping clientele. 9am-4pm $

Great Keppel Island Hideaway: The bar and bistro is the heart of island dining and entertainment. 7am-8pm $$

Waterline Restaurant: At the Rosslyn Harbour in the Keppel Bay marina, this is a fine place to sit while waiting for your ferry. 7am-9pm $$

Pine Beach Hotel: In tiny Emu Beach south of Yeppoon, the local pub is the place for a hearty feed and a beer. 10am-late $$

Carnarvon National Park Time from ROCKHAMPTON: 4–5 HRS [image: img]

Epic gorge trekking

Significant to the Bidjara and Karingbal people for around 4000 years, Carnarvon Gorge is a primeval landscape of sheer sandstone cliffs, pinnacles, ancient rock art and verdant vegetation. This 30km-long, 200m-high fissure was carved out over millions of years by Carnarvon Creek and its tributaries as they twisted through soft sedimentary rock. Today there’s a lush, otherworldly oasis along the bottom of the gorge, where life flourishes. You’ll find giant cycads, king ferns, river oaks, flooded gums, cabbage palms, deep pools and platypuses in the creek. Escaped convicts once took refuge here, among caves that still bear ancient rock paintings. Wildlife – including wallabies, gliders and echidnas – is plentiful and the hiking is spectacular.


BEST WALKS & ROCK ART

Boolimba Bluff Walk

A stiff climb up to the rim of the gorge and the ‘roof of Queensland’; magical at dawn or sunset (6.4km return).

Big Bend Walk

Wonderful day hike to the Big Bend camping ground and cave art along the bottom of the gorge (19km return).

Carnarvon Great Walk

Epic multiday loop walk links Carnarvon Gorge with Mt Moffat from Big Bend camping ground (87km, six days).

Art Gallery

This rock-art site has been a spiritual place to the Bidjara and Karingbal people for millennia.

Cathedral Cave

Just off the main trail, this tremendous rock-art site occupies a vast rock overhang.






Airlie Beach & the Whitsundays

ISLAND-HOPPING | SAILING | BACKPACKER BLISS
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Airlie Beach is the main gateway to the legendary Whitsunday Islands, with a backpacker vibe in the town centre and million-dollar yachts bobbing in the nearby marinas. Numerous hostels, beer gardens and tour operators are strung along the short stretch of Shute Harbour Rd, bookended by the marinas of Coral Sea and Boat Haven (Port of Airlie).

There’s a small beach just west of the sailing club, but the safe spot for swimming is next door at the patrolled stinger-free lagoon pool. Numerous tours to the Whitsundays and the inner Great Barrier Reef depart from here – booking offices on Shute Harbour Rd have friendly staff and brochures.

The Ngaro and Gia peoples are the traditional owners of this coastal area and also lived seasonally on the islands, as evidenced by discoveries of stone tools, fish traps and rock art. Cook named the islands when he sailed through in 1770, but didn’t land here.


GETTING AROUND

Greyhound and Premier buses both detour off the Bruce Hwy to Airlie Beach, also stopping at Proserpine. Whitsunday Transit connects Proserpine, Cannonvale, Abell Point Marina, Airlie Beach and Shute Harbour throughout the day, useful if you’re staying outside Airlie Beach; there are several stops in the centre. There are airports near Proserpine, Shute Harbour and on Hamilton Island. Scamper is an island water-taxi service carrying passengers from Shute Harbour, 10km east of Airlie Beach, to camp sites on South Molle, Whitsunday and Hook Islands. Cruise Whitsunday has regular ferries to Hamilton Island (via Daydream).
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Whitehaven Beach

2 Whitsunday Island

SIGHTS

3 Armit Island

4 Hamilton Island Wildlife

5 Hook Island

6 Lindeman Island

7 South Molle Island

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Airlie Beach Skydivers

9 Big Fury

10 Charter Yachts Australia

see 10 Cumberland Charter Yachts

11 HeliReef

12 Lady Enid

13 Ocean Rafting

14 Red Cat Adventures

15 Salty Dog Sea Kayaking

16 Skydive Airlie Beach

17 Solway Lass

18 Tallship Adventures

see 13 Whitehaven Xpress

19 Whitsunday Dive Centre

20 Whitsunday Sailing Adventures

21 Whitsunday Sailing Club

SLEEPING

22 Backpackers by the Bay

23 Coral Sea Resort

24 Heart Hotel & Gallery

25 Kipara

26 Magnums Backpackers

27 Sandy Bay Campsite

EATING

see 21 20 Degrees South Bar & Restaurant

28 Bohemian Raw Cafe

29 Cafe One 3

30 Cool Lala

31 Fish D’vine

32 Little Vegas Burger & Bar

33 Ramen in May

34 Sorrento

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

35 Mama Africa

36 Northerlies Beach Bar & Grill

37 The Pub

TRANSPORT

see 15 Scamper



Airlie Adventures

The Whitsundays await

Airlie Beach is the hub for all adventures in the Whitsunday Islands. Numerous day trips visit Whitehaven Beach and Hill Inlet Lookout on Whitsunday Island, with snorkelling around Hook Island or Cid Island for around $200 per adult. Recommended operators include Ocean Rafting, with the distinctive yellow semi-rigid inflatables that can park right on Whitehaven Beach; Red Cat Adventures, an established family-run operation with tours to Whitehaven and a sailing catamaran to Langford Island Sandbar; Whitehaven Xpress, a popular Whitehaven tour with snorkelling and beach BBQ; Big Fury, running speedboat tours to Whitsunday Island with snorkelling; and Lady Enid, a stately cruising yacht that does day trips to Whitehaven Beach and Langford Island.

Jump from 15,000ft on a tandem skydive or learn-to-fly course with beach landing. Local operators include Airlie Beach Skydivers and Skydive Airlie Beach. A number of operators also offer scenic flights aboard light aircraft, seaplanes and helicopters from Whitsunday airport near Airlie. HeliReef runs scenic helicopter flights.

Salty Dog Sea Kayaking is a recommended kayaking outfit with guided tours and kayak hire. Whitsunday Dive Centre runs dive trips around the islands. Airlie has good access to fringing reef around the islands, but the outer reef of the Great Barrier Reef is three hours away by boat.
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Sail boat, Whitsundays | JODIE MASON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hiking in Conway National Park

Tropical rainforest near Airlie

This serene national park encompasses the Conway Peninsula, once the hunting grounds of the Giru Dala and still home to large swaths of lowland tropical rainforest, remote mangroves, rocky uplands, and pandanus and paperbark woodlands. The day-use area, plus two car parks (7km, 8km and 11km east of Airlie Beach, respectively) are the starting points for two easy-to-moderate walking trails. The Whitsunday Transit bus from Airlie Beach to Shute Harbour (one to two hourly) can drop you at the trailheads. Mt Rooper car park is the starting point for both the Swamp Bay traverse (2.1km), ending at the coral-strewn beach overlooking the Molle Island group, and the ascent of Mt Rooper (2.3km, 221m).


SAILING TIPS
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Ross Chisholm, sailing manager at the Whitsunday Sailing Club (whitsundaysailingclub.com.au), shares his tips for the Whitsundays.

If you’re interested in sailing, I recommend signing up for the Wednesday evening club races where you get to help crew a boat and mingle with club members afterward. The best time to sail the Whitsundays is May to September, which has the most consistent breezes and flatter waters. Be aware of the tides year-round, as they can vary by as much as four metres.

A favourite destination is Thomas Island, west of the Whitsundays near Bowen; it’s less well known and has a lovely anchorage. In Airlie, I recommend the Sailing Club, which has a great restaurant, and the Anchor Bar, a friendly place with good views.



Eating in Airlie Beach: Our Picks

Bohemian Raw Cafe: With views across Pioneer Bay, this health-conscious cafe packs in boat-tour customers for an early breakfast. 7am-2pm $

Ramen in May: Sweet Japanese restaurant specialising in tonkotsu ramen (noodles in broth). 11.30am-2.30pm & 4.30-8.30pm $

Cafe One 3: This family-run cafe is all about wholesome vegetarian and vegan dishes. It opens early for breakfast. 6.30am-1pm Mon-Fri $$

Fish D’vine: Airlie’s best seafood restaurant is an extravaganza of fish, oysters and local mud crabs in a vibrant space. 11am-10pm $$$

Whitsunday Sailing

Wind-powered island-hopping

If you’ve come to the Whitsundays to sail there are plenty of operators, but be warned: this is the most popular activity around, so book ahead or try to get on last-minute standbys. For bareboat sailing charters, at least one member of your party must be able to demonstrate that they can operate and navigate a vessel. For non-sailors, crewing on a yacht is the best way to work for your cruise – look out for ‘crew wanted’ notices in Airlie Beach or ask at the sailing club.

At the Whitsunday Sailing Club, anyone can sign up for the Wednesday afternoon races, where you get assigned to a racing yacht and help sail with the crew. The club also runs ‘Learn to Sail’ courses.


SAILING TOURS

Whitsunday Sailing Adventures

Books directly with a range of owner-operated vessels, and can also set you up for sea kayaking, on-land exploring, diving and snorkelling.

Charter Yachts Australia

Respected operator offering classic bareboat charters from Airlie Beach at competitive rates (five-night minimum).

Cumberland Charter Yachts

Established bareboat charter company offering sail- and engine-powered yachts and catamarans (three-night minimum).

Solway Lass

Authentic square-rigged 28m tall ship with three-night trips.

Tallship Adventures

Small-group sailing trips aboard the Alexander Stewart, a classic 21m timber yacht. Overnight trips include snorkelling safaris and bushwalks.



Eating & Drinking in Airlie Beach: Our Picks

Magnums: You can’t miss this big backpacker party place, which has loud music emanating from within. 10am-3am

Cool Lala: Modern cuisine, spanning Thai, Japanese, Korean and Chinese dishes. noon-8.30pm Wed-Sat, 5.30-8.30pm Tue & Sat $$

20 Degrees South Bar & Restaurant: The Airlie Beach Sailing Club has a waterfront location and great menu. 11am-9pm Wed-Sun $$

Sorrento: It’s hard to beat the romantic location and views of the Coral Sea Marina; the Italian food is delizioso. 11.30am-2pm & 5-8pm $$

Little Vegas Burger & Bar: For a classic American-style burger or fish tacos, this pop-art-style bar is the place to be. hours vary

Northerlies: It’s worth the 7km trip west of Airlie (take the courtesy bus) for lunch and drinks at this shorefront pub on Pioneer Bay. hours vary

Mama Africa: One of Airlie’s biggest clubs, Mama Africa brings a faux-safari theme, with a zebra-striped dance floor. hours vary

The Pub: Away from the backpacker strip, the Pub has sea views from its terrace, an eclectic crowd and live music four nights a week. hours vary




TOP SIGHT
Whitsunday Islands


There’s a magic about the 74 Whitsunday Islands that starts the moment you scan Whitehaven Beach from the Hill Inlet lookout and continues on as you savour the sunset from the deck of a yacht. This is island-hopping and sailing territory, but also heaven for hikers, campers and resort loungers. Whatever your tropical island fantasy, you should find it here.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for more info on the islands.
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Whitehaven Beach

On Whitsunday Island, Whitehaven is a pristine 7km-long stretch of blinding sand (at 98% pure silica, it’s some of the whitest in the world) framed by lush vegetation and a brilliant sea in multihued shades of blue. Head straight up to the lookout at Hill Inlet, where the views across the swirling sands and turquoise waters paint a magical picture that changes with the light. Down on the beach, you can swim and snorkel in crystal waters and look out for lemon sharks. Almost every day tour from Airlie Beach stops here (it’s about two hours by boat).

Hamilton Island

The most developed of the Whitsundays, Hamilton has an airport, a large marina, waterfront restaurants and a range of exclusive luxury accommodation. Even if you can’t afford to overnight here, Cruise Whitsundays has 10 daily ferries from Airlie Beach ($130 return, one hour) so you can make a day trip of it. There are some good bushwalking trails around the island, or head to Catseye Beach for watersports, such as stand-up paddleboarding, kayaking or parasailing. Escape Beach is Hamilton’s prettiest beach. Golf buggies can be hired to get around.


DON’T MISS

Whitehaven Beach

Hamilton Island

Hook Island

Long Island

Lindeman Island

South Molle Island

Island Camping



Hook Island

Hook is the second-largest island in the group and vies with neighbouring Whitsunday for day-trip popularity, mainly as an anchorage for snorkelling. It’s predominantly national-park territory, with the highest point being Hook Peak (450m). Good beaches and coves are dotted around the island, and sites such as Manta Ray Bay and Butterfly Bay are popular snorkelling stops. There are three basic camping grounds at Maureen’s Cove, Steen’s Beach, Curlew Beach and Crayfish Beach.

Long Island

Mostly classified as national park, the thickly forested Long Island has secluded white-sand beaches, lots of adorable wild rock wallabies and 17km of walking tracks. There are two luxury resorts here (Palm Bay is open to day-trippers), plus a basic camp site overlooking a sheltered beach. Get here via private transfer from Shute Harbour to Palm Bay with Island Transfers ($50, 30 minutes).

Lindeman Island

This is the best known of the 13 coral-fringed specks in the Lindeman Islands National Park. Nature photographers and hikers are the main visitors, as the island’s resort remains closed. The sea-claimed volcano has splendid empty bays, reefs for snorkelling and over 16km of walking trails.


Island Camping

There are basic national parks camp sites on Whitsunday, Hook, Henning, Lindeman, Shaw, Repulse and Smith Islands. You must be self-sufficient and book camping permits in advance. Scamper runs a water-taxi service direct to camp sites from Shute Harbour and can rent whatever camping gear you need.



Armit Island

Little-visited Armit is in the northern Whitsundays and awaits yachties in the know, with fringing reef, secluded anchorage, nesting birds from October to March, and a peaceful, facility-free beach campsite accessible to those on boats.

South Molle Island

The largest of the Molle Islands group – the closest major islands to Airlie Beach – South Molle is mostly national park, crisscrossed by 15km of walking tracks with some superb lookout points. There are two partially shaded camping grounds for overnighting, as well as a basic camping ground apiece on the tiny Planton and Denman satellite islets. Day-trippers and campers can get to South Molle with the Scamper water taxi (30 minutes from Shute Harbour).


TOP TIPS

• Ask at Airlie Beach booking offices about last-minute cancellations or standbys for sailing trips.

• Carry some anti-seasickness medication if you’re prone.

• Sunscreen and insect repellent are musts for relaxing on deck and island bush walks.

• Avoid holiday periods; it’s easier to get on a boat in September and October or March and April.

• Day tours run to Whitehaven Beach, Hook Island and Langford Island; multiday sailing trips visit more islands.

• Whitsunday Accommodation (whitsundays.com.au) is a good resource for accommodation bookings.








Beyond Airlie Beach & the Whitsundays
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The Whitsunday Coast stretches from cane country around Mackay to mango country at Bowen. Head inland for adventures at Eungella.


While the Whitsunday Coast is the main attraction in this region, there are some worthwhile detours to break the journey. Mackay is the main town in a large cane-growing region, and with its art deco architecture, street art, excellent restaurants and easy access to the coast, it’s a welcome stopover. It is on land owned traditionally by the Yuibera people. Half an hour south, Sarina Beach is a coastal enclave popular with locals. Inland, the big attraction is Eungella National Park, roughly 80km west of Mackay, where platypuses pop up in rivers and streams, and leisure activities include hiking to waterfalls and swimming holes at Finch Hatton Gorge.

Places

Mackay

Eungella National Park


GETTING AROUND

Greyhound and Premier buses stop at Sarina, Mackay and Bowen daily. Mackay Transit Coaches has several services around the city, many leaving from Caneland shopping centre and connecting the city with the harbour, airport and northern beaches. There’s no public transport to Eungella; if you don’t have your own car, tour companies in Airlie Beach and Mackay run day trips.



Mackay Time from AIRLIE BEACH: 2 HRS [image: img]

Art deco in the tropics

Sitting at the heart of vast sugar-cane plantations, Mackay is a prosperous regional hub. The town’s main draw is its proximity to Eungella National Park, though its easygoing tropical vibe, free swimming lagoon and handsome art-deco facades make it a worthy stopover on the long drive between Rockhampton and Airlie Beach.

Mackay’s art deco architecture – check out the Ambassador Hotel, Palace Hotel and Australian Hotel, among others – owes much to the devastating cyclone of 1918, which flattened many of the town’s buildings. The contemporary Artspace Mackay gallery showcases works from local and visiting artists, including pieces by the Indigenous Lockhart River Art Gang.

Eungella National Park Time from AIRLIE BEACH: 2 HRS [image: img]

Platypuses and mountain views

You have an excellent chance of spotting the elusive platypus in the rivers and creeks of the mountainous Eungella National Park, located on the traditional land of the Birra Gubba people. The park covers nearly 500 sq km of the lofty Clarke Range, but visitor activity is largely limited to two separate areas: the waterfalls and swimming holes of Finch Hatton Gorge and the established hiking trails and free camp sites around Broken River. There are stunning views from Eungella village high up in the mountains.

Don’t miss the Sky Window Circuit (250m), a level, easy loop that offers great views of the Pioneer Valley below. At Broken River, there are two easy interlinked loops that meander through the rainforest and along the river, where platypus viewing is best in the early morning or evening.

At Finch Hatton Gorge, a gorgeous 1.6km trail leads through the rainforest to Araluen Falls, with its tumbling waterfall and deep swimming hole. A further 1km hike takes you to the Wheel of Fire Falls, a series of cascades ending in another deep swimming hole.

Finch Hatton village has a shop, a cafe and a pub, but the most popular pit stop is the Pinnacle Hotel, 10km east, famous for its pies and pub meals.
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Platapus statue, Eungella National Park | INGEBLESSAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BOWEN

Bowen, a small coastal fishing town an hour north of Airlie, is famous around Australia for its mangoes and tomatoes – it gets busy during fruit-picking season (April to January). Fresh seafood can be found down at the marina, and the Flagstaff Hill Lookout is worth a drive for the views. There are some secluded beaches and bays northeast of the town centre, including the stinger-free Queen’s Beach and petite Horseshoe Bay, a favourite with snorkellers.

Baz Luhrmann’s epic movie Australia was shot here in 2007, but there is nothing left of the 1940s Darwin film set.



Eating & Drinking in Mackay: Our Picks

9th Lane Grind: Popular ‘bruncherie’ on ‘eat street’. Eclectic breakfast and lunch plates, plus great coffee and churros. 6.30am-3pm Mon-Sat $$

Eimeo Pacific Hotel: Overlooking the beach 15km north of Mackay centre, this is a historic place for a sundowner. 11am-2pm & 5-8pm $$

Dispensary: For in intimate epicurean experience, the Mod Oz cuisine here is some of the best in North Qld. 6am-10.30pm, till midnight Fri-Sat $$$

Fusion 128: This Mackay highlight blends low-lit industrial design with Asian-Euro fusion cuisine. 11.30am-2pm Tue-Sat, 5-9pm daily $$$




Townsville & Magnetic Island

PARKS & GARDENS | NIGHTLIFE | ISLAND EXPLORATION
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Townsville is the largest city in North Queensland, but it’s an easygoing place dominated on one side by the towering Castle Hill and on the other by the waterfront promenade known as the Strand. Many visitors only have eyes for Magnetic Island, a 30-minute ferry ride away, but give Townsville a chance and you’ll find some interesting museums, great waterparks and the best dining and nightlife north of Noosa.

Clearly visible offshore, Magnetic Island (Maggie to her friends) is justifiably popular. Locals lead an enviable life here and visitors can get their own taste of it on the gorgeous beaches, bushwalking though national parks full of dozing koalas, and cruising the coves and bays from the surrounding turquoise seas.

The Wulgurukaba claim to be the traditional owners of the Townsville city area, but these are also the traditional lands of the Bindal, Girrugubba, Warakamai and Nawagi.
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Koala, Magnetic Island | BMPHOTOGRAPHER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

Central Townsville is easily walkable, though electric scooters are popular and can be found scattered around town. Translink (Kinetic) runs local bus services. Sealink runs an hourly commuter ferry between 5.30am and 10.30pm (25 minutes) from the Breakwater ferry terminal. Magnetic Island Ferries operates a car ferry eight times a day from the Ross St terminal. Hire a scooter or open-top car for getting around Magnetic Island; try Roadrunner Scooter Hire or Tropical MI Rentals.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museum of Tropical Queensland

SIGHTS

2 Castle Hill

3 Magnetic Island

4 Maritime Museum of Townsville

5 Perc Tucker Regional Gallery

6 Picnic Bay

7 Queens Gardens

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Adrenalin Dive

9 Forts Walk

SLEEPING

10 Arcadia Beach Guest House

11 Hotel Grand Chancellor Townsville

12 Nomads Magnetic Island

13 Rambutan

14 Selina Magnetic Island

15 Yongala Lodge

EATING

16 A Touch of Salt

17 Barefoot Art Food Wine

18 Cowboys Leagues Club

19 Garden of Eating

20 Granite Magnetic Island

21 Jam

22 Longboard Bar & Grill

see 17 Marlin Bar

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 Flynns

24 Heritage Exchange

25 Hooch & Fellow

26 Mad Cow Tavern

see 6 Maggie Island Brewery

27 Molly Malones

see 13 Rambutan

see 22 Seaview Hotel

28 Townsville Brewing Co

29 Watermark Bar

INFORMATION

30 Visitor Information Centre

TRANSPORT

31 Isle Hire

32 Magnetic Island Ferries

33 MI Rentals

34 Roadrunner Scooter Hire
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Climb or drive to the top of Castle Hill to get an overview of town, then walk along the waterfront Strand. Townsville Visitor Information Centre on Flinders St has maps and walking guides.







Strolling the Strand
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Townsville is a very walkable city – even in the heat of the day there are lots of swimming spots and shady parks along the Strand. This easy, flat walk follows the waterfront esplanade from Anzac Memorial Park to the Jezzine Barracks and hilltop Kissing Point fortifications, with fine views of Magnetic Island all the way. If you’re feeling energetic, start early and do the walk up Castle Hill first.

Starting at 1 visitor centre, walk down Flinders St, the main nightlife strip, past the 2 Museum of Tropical Queensland and on to the southern end of the Strand at 3 Anzac Memorial Park, with its war memorials and outlook to the Breakwater Marina. Just past Mariner’s Drive is the 4 Tobruk Memorial Baths, the town’s main pool and training ground for numerous Olympians. Kids will also love the adjacent and free 5 Strand Water Park. Continue on to Strand Park, where the jetty is popular with locals casting a fishing line and you can view the 6 Ocean Siren sculpture, part of MOUA. It’s only another 500m to the 7 Strand Rockpool, an awesome free swimming lagoon with lawns, mini beaches, lifeguards and the excellent Rockpool Pavilion restaurant. Stop in at Tan Lines Distillery to sample its vodka and gin.

Final stop is the beautifully redeveloped hilltop Kissing Point Fortifications and 8 Jezzine Barracks, a 19th-century fort that was in use until 2006. The site is now a series of parks, boardwalks, monuments and public artworks, as well as the 9 Army Museum of North Queensland.




Climbing Castle Hill

Outstanding city views

It’s just one of those things you have to do. This striking 286m-high pink granite monolith dominates Townsville’s skyline and offers stunning 360-degree views of the city and across Cleveland Bay to Magnetic Island. Walk up via the rugged but paved ‘goat track’ (2km one-way) from Hillside Crescent. Otherwise, drive via Gregory St up the winding 2.6km Castle Hill Rd to the summit car park. A signboard up top details short trails leading to various other lookout points around the hill.

Townsville’s Museum Trail

History, culture and fun

The Museum of Tropical Queensland provides a family-friendly snapshot of this diverse region, from the rainforest and reefs to the story of the shipwrecked Pandora, the ship sent to capture the Bounty mutineers.

The Maritime Museum has a gallery dedicated to the wreck of the Yongala, exhibits on North Queensland’s naval industries and tours of the decommissioned patrol boat Townsville.

In a stately former bank (1885), Perc Tucker Regional Gallery has contemporary exhibitions focusing on North Queensland artists, as well as national exhibitions on tour.

Dive into the Museum of Underwater Art

Where the ocean meets the imagination

Created in 2020, Australia’s only underwater art installation is a sight to behold. MOUA consists of the Coral Greenhouse, with more than 20 individual sculptures 16m below the surface, which are slowly attracting coral and marine life. A short swim from here are the Ocean Sentinels, eight statues in 5m of water. The catch is that it’s two hours by boat from Townsville at John Brewer Reef, so you’ll need to book with a tour operator to get here. To truly appreciate MOUA you need to dive, though snorkellers are welcome. Adrenalin runs trips, including introductory dives.

Parks & Wildlife

Back to nature

Townsville has some fine tropical botanic gardens, including Palmetum and Anderson Botanic Gardens. Queens Gardens has neat ornamental plantings at the base of Castle Hill, with shady lawns perfect for picnicking.

About 17km south of Townsville, Billabong Sanctuary is an eco-certified wildlife park that offers up-close-and-personal encounters with Australian wildlife – including koalas, cassowaries, crocodiles and dingoes – in natural habitats. You could easily spend all day here, with feedings, shows and talks every half-hour.


LOCAL TIPS
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Paul Crocombe, director of Adrenalin Dive, shares his tips on the reef and the region. @adrenalindive

Favourite dive sites

John Brewer Reef has some good corals, and Yongala Reef is a top-10 wreck dive. Wheeler Reef is exceptionally good; the Palm Islands have some great diving but aren’t as well-known. The reef here is in good condition; there’s been less impact from the big cyclones than further north.

Favourite spots on land

Magnetic Island is a must-see with its national park and koala colony. Mt Spec and Crystal Creek in Paluma are also really pretty areas.

Favourite place for a drink

Seaview Hotel has good water views and the Ville (resort casino) has a nice deck. C-Bar is also a good restaurant-bar on the water.



Eating in Townsville: Our Picks

Watermark: The terrace bar and restaurant on the Strand stays busy into the evening, serving seafood platters and sunset cocktails. 7am-late $$

Longboard Bar & Grill: Coolest place in Townsville for a light meal and drink overlooking the water. 11.30am-9pm $$

Jam: Celebratory breakfasts and desserts, plus lunch bento boxes, steaks and vegetarian dishes. noon-2pm & 5.30-10.30pm Tue-Sat $$

A Touch of Salt: Sophisticated fusion cuisine, which changes with the seasons. 5-10pm daily, noon-2pm Fri $$$

Townsville Nightlife

The town’s top brews

Townsville’s nightlife scene is concentrated on a short stretch of Flinders St, which is lined with cocktail bars, Irish pubs, backpacker bars and international restaurants.

Start your night (or day) at the Townsville Brewing Co, an excellent craft brewery in the beautifully restored 1880s former post office. Reserve ahead for a brewery tour. On the main strip, Hooch & Fellow has Melbourne-esque cool and Townsville’s best bartenders, while the nearby Heritage Exchange delivers creative cocktails to a discerning crowd. The Mad Cow Tavern has a Wild West saloon theme with barrels for tables and a fun nightclub vibe. At the end of the strip is a pair of Irish pubs: Flynns, with live music six nights a week, and Molly Malones, which gets lively on weekends.

If you’re over on Magnetic Island, don’t miss a brew at the Maggie Island Brewery or a beer at the Picnic Bay Hotel. For a youthful party, the deck of Nomads Magnetic Island is the place to be.

Exploring Maggie

Island living

Magnetic Island is only a 30-minute boat ride, but it’s a world away from Townsville. You can explore the island’s highlights on a day trip, but allow at least an overnight here to savour island life. Over half of this mountainous island’s 52 sq km is national park, with cycling, scenic walks and abundant wildlife, including koalas and rock wallabies. Most of the action is on the east coast where a single 10km main road connects the four communities: Horseshoe Bay, with a gorgeous crescent beach and lively dining strip; Arcadia, with a great resort hotel and beaches at Geoffrey Bay and Alma Bay; Nelly Bay, the largest settlement on the island, with the ferry terminal and lots of shops and cafes; and Picnic Bay, a laid-back village with a decent beach, a pub, a microbrewery and views back to Townsville from the historic wooden jetty.
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Rock wallaby, Magnetic Island | JOSIE ELIAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE YONGALA

The SS Yongala was an English-built steamship that made numerous voyages around Australia in the early 20th century. It tragically sank in a cyclone while passing through the Great Barrier Reef between Mackay and Townsville in 1911 (one year before the Titanic sank); 122 passengers and crew lost their lives. It wasn’t until nearly 50 years later that the wreck was discovered and identified.

Today, it’s regarded as one of Australia’s best wreck dives, sitting at a depth of 14m to 28m. Adrenalin Dive in Townsville runs day trips here for certified divers. Yongala Dive runs trips from its dive lodge on Alva Beach, 100km southeast of Townsville but only a 30-minute boat ride to the dive site.



Eating & Drinking in Townsville: Our Picks

Rambutan: This backpacker favourite is a great bar/restaurant with wood-fired pizzas and a people-watching balcony. noon-10pm $

Garden of Eating: Wayne and Adele have been running this restaurant for decades; great Aussie concoctions. 6-10pm Thu-Sat, noon-3pm Sun $$

Seaview Hotel: Renowned for its Sunday beer-garden sessions, plus live music and entertainment. 10am-midnight $$

Cowboys Leagues Club: The two restaurants and sports bar at the North Queensland Cowboys Rugby League Club are good value. 9am-2am $$


Walk on the Wild Side

Maggie’s best walks and wildlife

Magnetic Island has some fine bushwalks, especially in the northeast, where trails from Horseshoe Bay connect isolated beaches and coves such as Balding Bay, Radical Bay and Florence Bay. One of the island’s most popular trails is the Forts Walk (2.8km, 1½ hours return). The remains of the fortifications here were built during WWII to protect Townsville from naval attack. Keep your eyes peeled; sightings of wild koalas snoozing in the trees are almost guaranteed.

For more close-up koala insights, the daily two-hour wildlife park tours (10.30am and 12.30pm) at Selina Magnetic Island are recommended. On the short walk from Arcadia village to Bremner Point you’ll find allied rock wallabies living among the boulders; although wild, they come out like clockwork around 5pm.

In Picnic Bay, the Hawkings Point Track (1.2km return) takes you up to a lookout with views up and down the east coast. Also from Picnic Bay, serious walkers can tackle the 16km return walk to West Point along a rugged dirt road to access the isolated west coast beaches.


MAGGIE WHEELS

Getting around Magnetic Island is half the fun. There’s just one main road linking Horseshoe Bay and Picnic Bay (drive end to end in 20 minutes), but there’s plenty to see and it’s best explored with your own wheels. Most hire vehicles must stay on or near the main road – hire a 4WD if you want to head off-road to West Point.

In Nellie Bay you can hire a gearless scooter from Roadrunner Scooter Hire for around $50 a day with a car licence. MI Rentals rents open-top Jeep Wranglers and SUVs. Isle Hire rents cool open-top Daihatsus and regular cars. For 4WD hire try Tropical Palms Resort in Picnic Bay or Arcadia Beach Guest House, which has open-top Suzuki 4WDs.



Eating & Drinking ON Magnetic Island: Our Picks

Marlin Bar: Horseshoe Bay’s popular pub has a bar and dining room with good seafood and steaks; live music on the weekends. 11am-9pm $$

Barefoot Art Food Wine: High-quality food in Horseshoe Bay with an extensive wine list, seafood platters and an art gallery. 11.30am-9pm Thu-Mon $$

Granite Magnetic Island: A favourite in Nellie Bay, Granite does stone-baked pizzas, tapas plates, tacos, sliders and cocktails with style. 2.30-8.30pm $$

Maggie Island Brewery: The island’s first microbrewery brews four beers on-site. Food is available from outlets like Mama Roma. noon-9pm Tue-Sun




Beyond Townsville & Magnetic Island
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Follow the road north of Townsville to detour to national parks, waterfalls, country towns and island hiking.


Travelling between Townsville and Mission Beach? There’s no need to rush, especially if you have your own wheels. Explorations off the Bruce Hwy include the swimming holes and waterfalls of Paluma Range National Park and Wallaman Falls. The uninhabited Hinchinbrook Island can be reached by boat from Cardwell or Lucinda, and is a remote wilderness in every sense. Well-prepared hikers challenge themselves with the famous multiday Thorsborne Trail. And for something different, you can head inland to the classic gold-rush town of Charters Towers or lesser-known Ravenswood, where ghost tours are part of the attraction.

Places

Paluma Range National Park

Ingham & Around

Hinchinbrook Island


GETTING AROUND

Greyhound and Premier buses between Townsville and Cairns stop at Ingham and Cardwell, as does the daily Spirit of Queensland train. To explore Paluma Range National Park and Wallaman Falls, you’ll need your own transport. Hinchinbrook Island can be reached by boat from Cardwell or the small harbour town of Lucinda. Charters Towers is on the Flinders Hwy; it has Greyhound services three times a week and the twice-weekly Inlander train service.



Paluma Range National Park Time from Townsville: 1 HR [image: img]

Hike and swim in the tropics

The Paluma Range National Park, around 65km northwest of Townsville, is the southern gateway to the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area and an enjoyable place for hiking, swimming, camping and platypus-spotting.

The southern access route (Mt Spec Rd) is a sealed road that snakes up the mountains to tiny Paluma Village; en route stop off at Little Crystal Creek, a picturesque swimming hole with a cute stone bridge, picnic area and waterfalls. From the northern access route off the Bruce Hwy, head to Big Crystal Creek and the nearby Paradise Waterhole. Further north, off Jourama Rd, is Jourama Falls, a spectacular cascade with a steep climb to the lookout.
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Jourama Falls, Paluma Range National Park | JAKUB MACULEWICZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ingham & Around Time from Townsville: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Wetlands and waterfalls

Ingham is a cane-cutting centre with a proud Italian heritage, though the main attractions around here are natural. In town, the 120-hectare Tyto Wetlands has 4km of walking trails and attracts around 240 bird species and hundreds of agile wallabies. The car park and boardwalk to access the wetlands starts at the Hinchinbrook Visitor Information Centre.

Australia’s longest single-drop waterfall, the majestic 268m Wallaman Falls, is 51km west in the Girringun National Park. There’s a national park campground near the falls.

The Nywaigi are the Traditional Owners of the land around Ingham. Mungalla Aboriginal Tours, based at Mungalla Station 15km east of Ingham, runs insightful Aboriginal-led tours.

Hinchinbrook Island Time from Townsville: 3 HRS [image: img]

Hike the Thorsborne Trail

Australia’s largest island national park (399 sq km) is a holy grail for bushwalkers, where granite mountains rise dramatically from the sea and wildlife creeps through the foliage, while long sandy beaches and tangles of mangrove curve around the eastern shore. Hinchinbrook forms part of the traditional lands of the Biyaygiri people, who called the island Pouandai.

The Thorsborne Trail is a challenging 32km coastal track from Ramsay Bay in the north to George Point in the south. It requires at least three nights to complete; return walks of individual sections are also possible. You need to be completely self-sufficient to camp at any of the seven national park sites on the trail; there are limited (composting toilets) or no facilities. Book well in advance for spots during the winter hiking season, as only 40 people are allowed on the trail at one time. You’ll have to draw or carry your own water.


TRANSPORT TO HINCHINBROOK

Hinchinbrook Island can only be accessed by boat from Cardwell’s Port Hinchinbrook Marina (trips to Ramsay Bay), or from Lucinda, which is close to the southern tip of the island. Hinchinbrook Island Cruises runs return hiking transfers from Cardwell, dropping off at Ramsay Bay and picking up at George Point ($185, one hour). Absolute North Charters has return hiking transfers from Lucinda ($175), 27km northeast of Ingham, starting at either end of the trail. It also has return trips between Lucinda and George Point for short-term hikers. Wild Hinchinbrook Adventures runs channel cruises and guided walks to Zoe Falls and Mulligan Falls.



Eating & Drinking in Ingham: Our Picks

JK’s Delicatessen: This Italian deli and cafe has a range of gourmet meats, cheeses and lasagne. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-1.30pm Sat $

Wild Local: Award-winning fishmonger stocking fresh seafood, plus a cafe specialising in coffee and organic ice cream. 8.30am-7.30pm $

Lees Hotel: This local institution inspired the Slim Dusty song ‘Pub With No Beer’ after US soldiers drank the place dry. 10am-10pm $$

Flames at Tropixx: Attached to the Tropixx Motel (opposite the visitor centre), Flames works hard on its modern Australian menu. 6-9pm $$




Mission Beach

GORGEOUS BEACH | WILDLIFE SPOTTING | OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES
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This bolthole, a tropical enclave of enticing beach hamlets, maintains a beautiful balance between yoga living, backpacker bravado and eco-escape, plus it has Australia’s highest density of cassowaries – this is your best chance to see this extraordinary bird. Hidden among rainforest and a short detour from the Bruce Hwy, Mission Beach is also one of the closest access points to the Great Barrier Reef, and is the gateway to Dunk Island. These are the traditional lands of the Djiru people.

The beach is a glorious 10km of sand; it’s split by a couple of creeks to form three distinct communities. The northernmost is Mission Beach itself, with a vibrant village of cafes, restaurants, bars, boutiques, visitor accommodation and the excellent information centre. In the middle is Wongaling Beach, with a supermarket, a school, a pool and town facilities. South Mission Beach, with its holiday houses and a popular campground, is the last neighbourhood.


GETTING AROUND

The freedom of having your own wheels will be greatly appreciated in the Mission Beach area, especially when exploring, going to the supermarket and looking for cassowary. Mission Beach Taxi and rideshare operators are other options. The Mission Beach village area is compact and easy to get around on foot; you’ll want wheels to head south to Wongaling Beach and South Mission Beach. Outdoors companies often provide transfers, especially for activities such as rafting and skydiving. Heading offshore? There are boat transfers to Dunk Island and further afield if you’re diving.
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SIGHTS

1 Tully Gumboot

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Dunk Island

3 Lacey Creek Track

4 Lugger Bay Track

5 Rainforest Circuit

6 Skydive Australia

SLEEPING

7 Castaway Resort & Spa

8 Rainforest Motel

EATING

9 Mission Beach Blues Bar & Cafe

10 Mission Beach Tavern

11 Pirate Den Bar & Grill

12 Plenty Restaurant & Bar

INFORMATION

13 Mission Beach Visitor Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

You may be surprised to find few people swimming at such a beautiful beach. Obey all posted warnings of stingers (jellyfish) and saltwater crocodiles. There are stinger nets at Mission Beach and at the northern end of South Mission Beach for those keen to get out into the water.



Looking for Cassowaries

The endangered flightless bird

Driving into Mission Beach from the Bruce Hwy, one of the first things you’ll notice is the yellow road signs asking you to slow down due to the presence of cassowaries. You’re on what is known as the Cassowary Coast, home to the highest concentration of these amazing endangered birds in the country, and their biggest threat is...fast cars! So keep it slow, keep your eyes open and if you’re lucky and have decent wildlife-spotting skills, you may see one of these large flightless birds walking roadside, through farm fields, gardens and even possibly swimming across a river.

Of course, you can up your chances by taking a walk in an area around Mission Beach known to be frequented by cassowaries. Head to the Mission Beach Visitor Centre for the latest news and advice. The 1.2km Lacey Creek loop track, about 6km west of Mission Beach on the El Arish Rd, is a good spot and a lovely walk. The 1.2km Rainforest Circuit in Licuala State Forest on the Tully Mission Beach Rd is also frequented by cassowaries. The walk to Lugger Bay from the southern end of South Mission Beach is another possibility. As kids can be liberal with lunch handouts, you might also pay attention when passing the local school!

While seeing your first cassowary up close can be a captivating experience, keep in mind that they can be aggressive, particularly if they have a chick in tow. One look at their three razor-sharp clawed toes should tell you all you need to know. Do not approach them; if one threatens you, don’t run. Give the bird right-of-way, don’t eyeball it and try to keep something solid between the two of you, preferably a tree.

Outdoor Adventures Galore

From the sea to the sky

There are lots of things to do once you’re ensconced in Mission Beach. Head to the outer Great Barrier Reef with Mission Beach Dive for snorkelling and diving; you can also take a dive-school course. Ask at the information centre if you want to head out fishing. There are daily boat transfers to Dunk Island, the high island directly offshore from Mission Beach. Dunk features lush jungle, white-sand beaches and walking trails that criss-cross the island.

For rafting on the mighty Tully River in the Tully Gorge, companies generally provide transfers from Mission Beach for half- and full-day options. Raging Thunder is an excellent operator, running for over 30 years on the Tully River. Whitewater rafting runs year-round, thanks to Tully’s trademark downpours and the river’s hydroelectric floodgates. Rafting trips are timed to coincide with the daily release of the gates, resulting in Grade IV rapids foaming against a backdrop of stunning rainforest scenery. Don’t forget to check out the township of Tully’s famous gumboot at 7.9m; it’s the same height as the amount of rainfall recorded in Tully in 1950, an Australian record. The idea for a town gumboot came about as a rubber boot was awarded to the wettest town in Australia, according to which town had the most rainfall each year. The towns of Tully, Innisfail and Babinda all vied for the title annually until Tully decide to erect its gumboot and grab it outright.

Up top, consider a tandem jump with Skydive Australia. The beach, right out front of Mission Beach village, is your landing spot. Skydive Australia has an office in the village.
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THE ENDANGERED CASSOWARY

This flightless prehistoric bird struts through the rainforest like something out of Jurassic Park. It can be as tall as a fully grown adult, has a bright-blue head, red wattles (the lobes hanging from its neck), a helmetlike horn, three clawed toes and shaggy black feathers similar to an emu. The cassowary is an important link in the rainforest ecosystem. It’s the only animal capable of dispersing the seeds of more than 70 species of trees whose fruit is too large for other rainforest animals to digest and pass. It is estimated that there are anywhere between 1500 and 6000 cassowaries left in the wilds of northern Queensland.



Eating & Drinking in Mission Beach: Our Picks

Plenty Restaurant & Bar: Beach views, upmarket menu, cocktails and top service. 11.30am-9.30pm Fri-Sun, 5.30-9.30pm Mon, Wed, Thu $$

Pirate Den Bar & Grill: Live music at weekends and a good pirate theme; try the crocodile spring rolls, beef brisket or the lamb ribs. 5.30pm-late $$

Mission Beach Blues Bar & Cafe: An extensive menu for breakfast, lunch and dinner, plus blues all day. 8am-3pm Sun-Tue, 4-10pm Wed, 8am-late Fri & Sat $$

Mission Beach Tavern: Survey the village from the pub’s terrace while enjoying a simple meal and a cold beer. Big TVs for sports. 10am-10pm $$




Cairns

GREAT BARRIER REEF | FUN ACTIVITIES | RESTAURANTS & BARS
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Since its humble beginnings as a boggy swamp and rollicking goldfields port, touristy Cairns (pronounced ‘cans’; pop 150,000) has come a long way. As the number-one base for Tropical North Queensland and the Great Barrier Reef, Cairns heaves under the weight of an ever-growing number of resorts, tour agencies, souvenir shops, backpacker bars and clubs, reef boats and visiting cruise ships. This is a tourist town, and unashamedly so.

The city centre is more boardshorts than briefcases. You’ll find yourself throwing away all notions of speed here, thanks to heady humidity and a hearty hospitality. There’s no beach in town, but spend time at the enticing Esplanade lagoon or the Pier and you’ll understand why many travellers fall for Cairns. The city has plenty of attractions in addition to the reef and outdoor adventures, including a thriving arts and cultural scene, plus gorgeous botanical gardens.


GETTING AROUND

Central Cairns is easy enough to get around on foot. From Cairns Railway Station, it’s a 10- to 15-minute walk along Shields St to the Lagoon and the waterfront. Taxis and rideshares can take you further afield. Cairns has an efficient city-bus system run by Translink. The airport is about 6km north of central Cairns ($25 to $30 in a taxi). Cairns Airport sees arrivals from major Australian and international cities and has departures to centres across Tropical North Queensland.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cairns Aquarium

2 Cairns Esplanade, Boardwalk & Lagoon

3 St Monica’s Cathedral

SIGHTS

4 Cairns Art Gallery

5 Court House Gallery

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Kuranda Scenic Railway

7 Muddy’s

SLEEPING

8 Bounce

9 Cairns Plaza Hotel

10 Caravella Backpackers

11 Doubletree by Hilton

12 Southern Cross Atrium Apartments

EATING

13 Dundee’s at Cairns Aquarium

14 Falafellicious

15 Lanna Thai Restaurant

16 Ochre

see 4 Perrotta’s at the Gallery

17 Snoogies

18 Waterbar & Grill

19 Wharf One Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Grand Hotel

21 Hemingway’s Cairns

22 Muddy’s Cafe

23 Sunset Bar Cairns

24 The Crown Hotel

25 Three Wolves

ENTERTAINMENT

26 Cairns Show

SHOPPING

27 Rusty’s Markets
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Time your visit. Head to Cairns from April to October, when the weather is lovely, though you’ll want to book well ahead during school holiday periods. November to March brings rain, high humidity, the occasional hurricane, plus box and Irukandji jellyfish.



Swim at the Lagoon, Stroll the Boardwalk

A croc-free experience at the Esplanade

Though sunseekers and fun-lovers flock to Cairns, first-time visitors are often surprised to find that the waterfront isn’t lined with an attractive sandy beach. Turn up at low tide and it may seem like the mudflats that extend out to the sea go on forever.

Cairns’ big redeemer, however, is a cleverly designed, reclaimed foreshore that features a spectacular swimming lagoon and 3km boardwalk. The sandy-edged lagoon, effectively a mammoth saltwater pool, is the perfect swim spot, where visitors can cool off without worrying about stingers, crocodiles or sharks. There are water fountains, striking Woven Fish sculptures standing tall, and both grass and sandy areas on which to chill out. It’s all extremely family friendly, lifeguard patrolled and illuminated nightly. Families with kids tend to hang out in the shallower part of the lagoon and surrounds, closer to the city, while teenagers and sunbathing adults relax down towards the sea.

The adjacent 3km boardwalk has picnic areas, bird-watching vantage points, information boards, sculptures, free barbecues and fitness equipment. Follow the boardwalk northwest, with the Esplanade and its hotels inland on your left, to the excellent Muddy’s, which has playgrounds and water fun for little kids. There are also beach volleyball courts, a skate ramp, a bouldering park and Fun Ship playground. Don’t miss Muddy’s Cafe for coffee, juices, smoothies and meals, right on the foreshore.

Follow the boardwalk east from the lagoon and you’ll soon reach Cairns Yacht Club and the Pier; turn south along the river boardwalk for a lovely stroll to the Cairns Cruise Ship Terminal.

Head Out on a Reef Tour

Easy access to the Great Barrier Reef

Cairns may not have an attractive beach, but take a boat out to the Great Barrier Reef and you’ve got it all. A variety of operators and boats depart daily on reef trips, which generally include transport, lunch, stinger suits and snorkelling gear. There’s a mind-boggling array of options, but you’ll want to consider the vessel type, capacity, inclusions and destination. Outer reefs are more pristine, with greater diversity, but they’re further afield and trips tend to be more expensive. Inner reefs can be patchy and show signs of decay. Some people prefer smaller, less-crowded vessels, while others go for the wide range of inclusions that bigger boats promise.

Operators with their own pontoon offer great all-round value. Pontoons are a great way for families to experience the reef. Those who aren’t keen on getting in the water can enjoy the pontoon’s facilities, or a trip in a glass-bottomed boat or semisubmersible. Almost all boats depart from the Marlin Wharf, with check-in and booking facilities inside the Reef Fleet Terminal. Most reef trips depart around 8am or 9am, returning at 4pm or 5pm. Book ahead if you’re turning up during school holidays.

If you like something firm under your feet, consider a cruise to Green Island or Fitzroy Island. Both are within easy reach of Cairns. Reef Magic is an excellent operator with a variety of options from both Cairns and Port Douglas, including full-day reef experience tours and trips that visit both islands.

Under the Water

Get scuba certified

Cairns is recognised as a top base for scuba-diving and is a popular place to attain Professional Association of Diving Instructors (PADI) open-water certification. An incredible number of courses (many multilingual) are available. You’ll need a dive medical certificate, which operators can help you arrange. Pro-Dive Cairns and Divers Den are recommended schools with beginner, advanced and professional courses.

There’s plenty on offer for keen certified divers, such as night diving, the annual coral spawning, and trips to Cod Hole, near Lizard Island, one of Australia’s premier diving locations. Some operators, such as Mike Ball Dive Expeditions, run liveaboard diving expeditions to other top dive sites on the Great Barrier Reef.


HOW TO CHOOSE A TOUR

A staggering number of tours drive, chug, sail and fly out of Cairns daily, making the selection process almost overwhelming. There’s everything from diving, snorkelling and reef tours out at the Great Barrier Reef to water activities such as rafting, jetpack jaunts, Jet-Ski tours, river tubing and stand-up paddling. And the list goes on…fishing, canyoning, scenic flights, skydiving, hot-air ballooning, croc-spotting cruises and what must surely be everyone’s top bucket-list activity: Jet Ski croc-spotting tours (gulp!).

Tour agencies selling tickets are on every corner in Cairns, so shop around and take note of exactly what’s included with each package before handing over your cash.




MORE ON THE GREAT BARRIER REEF

Learn more about one of the world’s greatest reefs, which stretches 2300km down North Queensland’s eastern coastline.



Life Beneath the Sea at Cairns Aquarium

Understand Tropical North Queensland’s ecosystems

The city’s impressive aquarium is worth a visit for its vast and gorgeously presented range of marine life. If you’re not heading out to the Great Barrier Reef, the aquarium will give you a great idea of what’s out there – and even if you are, there’s no better place to get a comprehensive understanding of the reef and the challenges it faces.

It’s not just about what’s offshore though. A winding trail through the aquarium’s two floors takes you on a journey through the waterways and various ecosystems of North Queensland, from freshwater rivers flowing through the rainforest, to the mangroves and estuaries, out into the Great Barrier Reef and finally into the depths of the Coral Sea. Free talks and shows are held throughout the day, covering everything from sea turtles to reef conservation. Join a guided tour (Sunrise, Twilight and Night) for completely different experiences. This is an excellent place to take the family.

Take the Skyrail Rainforest Cableway to Kuranda

Admire the rainforest from above

The spectacular 7.5km Skyrail is one of the world’s longest gondola cableways, offering a bird’s-eye view over the ancient rainforest between Cairns and Kuranda. Allow about 90 minutes for the one-way trip, starting at the Smithfield Terminal at the base of the mountains on the coastal plain. The six-person gondola car climbs from there to Red Peak (545m), where there’s a jungly boardwalk loop to walk and ranger talks to listen to. The gondola then traverses over the rainforest to Barron Falls station (340m), where there’s a short walk to the Edge, a glass-floor perch with mighty views over the Barron Falls. Hop back in the gondola for the ride to the terminal at the quaint little town of Kuranda (350m). There’s plenty to do here, so allow a few hours to explore before your return Skyrail trip.

It’s a 15-minute drive from Cairns to Smithfield, where there’s lots of parking at the Skyrail base. For those without their own wheels, Skyrail has a package that includes bus transfers from the city. Skyrail and Kuranda Scenic Railway offer combination tickets.


FESTIVALS OF FUN

Going strong since 1891, the Cairns Show is held annually at the Cairns Showgrounds in mid-July. This three-day extravaganza features all the fun you’d expect, including carnival rides, agricultural exhibits, enthralling events (think pole-climbing and wood-chopping competitions) and as much deep-fried delights and fairyfloss as you can stomach. The last day is a public holiday in Cairns.

Cairns Festival, held in late August and early September each year, takes over the city with a packed program of performing and visual arts, comedy, music and family events. There are exciting things going on all over Cairns; the Festival HQ is in the Courthouse Gallery.



Ride the Kuranda Scenic Railway

An enthralling trip for the family

One of the world’s great day trips by train, the Kuranda Scenic Railway winds 34km from Cairns northwest to Kuranda in the Atherton Tablelands, through picturesque mountains and rainforest. The track was completed in 1891 after four arduous years of construction; the goal was to provide a reliable supply route between Cairns and the hinterland townships and goldfields. Workers from around the globe battled heat, sickness, steep terrain and venomous creatures to get the job done.

This two-hour trip includes seating in heritage-style carriages. The train gradually climbs up to Kuranda (350m), passing over 55 bridges, through 15 handcarved tunnels and 106 cuttings. There are amazing views out over the coastal plain to the sea; the highlight is a 10-minute stop at the Barron Falls viewing platform, high on the side of the Barron Gorge.

Trains depart Cairns Central train station at 8.30am and 9.30am daily, returning from the delightful, flower-strewn Kuranda station at 2pm and 3.30pm. Kuranda Scenic Railway and Skyrail offer combination tickets.
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Admire Art Galleries

Arts and architecture in the city

Sitting side by side on Abbott St in central Cairns, Cairns Art Gallery and the Court House Gallery are both housed in exquisitely renovated buildings, with free entry. The Cairns Art Gallery building (1936) was formerly the Public Curator’s Offices and the Department of Births, Deaths and Marriages. It features arched window openings, 6m Ionic columns, Chillagoe marble flooring and local timber (white oak, silky oak and Queensland maple), courtesy of its time as home to the Forestry Department. The permanent collection of this acclaimed gallery emphasises local and First Nations work, and it also hosts prominent visiting exhibitions and workshops. There’s an excellent shop, and Italian cuisine at Perrotta’s at the Gallery is streetside.

Next door, the Court House Gallery is housed in what was Cairns’ second courthouse building, constructed from 1919. The single-level whitewashed building, with perfect lawns out front, is now a captivating art gallery and performance space, run by the Cairns Regional Council, focusing on visual and performing arts.


CROC BAR AT THE GRAND

If you kind of have a fascination with crocodiles, but are still easing your way into it, head to the Croc Bar at the Grand Hotel, across the road from Cairns Central. The Grand, practising local hospitality since 1926, has a taste for reptilian decor. Here you’ll find historic croc photos, skins and skulls, plus an astounding array of other croc artefacts and memorabilia – all unlikely to put your mind at ease. Topping it off is the lengthy, handcrafted wooden bar shaped like an enormous croc. Stick your head inside its open jaws for an unforgettable Cairns memory. Remember: ‘croc country’ extends as far south as the Boyne River, south of Gladstone.



Eating in Cairns: Our Picks

Waterbar & Grill Steakhouse: A top spot in Cairns; it’s alongside Marlin Marina at the Pier. 5.30-9.30pm, noon-2.30pm Fri & Sun $$$

Dundee’s at Cairns Aquarium: Excellent food on the corner; dine inside or out. 9.30am-3pm Mon-Sat, 5-9pm Tue-Sat, 9.30am-6.30pm Sun $$

Snoogies Health Bar: Great vegan and vegetarian options, plus juices and smoothies in the Mainstreet Arcade building. 9am-2pm Mon-Fri $

Perrotta’s at the Gallery: This streetside place attached to the Cairns Art Gallery is the top Italian in town. 9am-9pm $$

Falafellicious: The name says it all – healthy falafel at a friendly Middle Eastern venue. 10.30am-2.30pm Mon-Fri $

Ochre Restaurant: Superb seafood at one of Cairns’ top spots on the Harbour Lights Boardwalk. 11am-9pm Mon-Sat $$$

Lanna Thai: Popular Thai meals with large portions and friendly service near Cairns Central. Reasonably priced. 11am-3pm & 5-8.30pm $

Wharf One Cafe: Relaxed spot on the water using local produce; it’s next to Fig Tree Playground for the kids. 7am-2pm $

Stroll Around the Botanical Gardens

Tropical trees, plants and flowers

These gorgeous gardens, northwest of the city and near the entrance to the airport, are an explosion of greenery and rainforest plants. On the north side of Collins Av, highlights include a section devoted to Aboriginal plant use, the Gondwanan Evolution Gardens, the Flecker Gardens and an excellent conservatory filled with exotic flowers and butterflies. Tag along on a free guided walk (daily from 10am) to learn more. On the south side of Collins Ave, follow the Rainforest Boardwalk and trails to Saltwater Creek and Centenary Lakes, a bird-watcher’s delight. Almost all the gardens, except some paths in the Flecker Gardens, are fully accessible for wheelchairs and prams.

Right next to the excellent Botanic Gardens Visitor Centre, Tanks Arts Centre is one of Cairns’ premier film, live-music and performance venues. It’s based in huge concrete fuel tanks that were constructed for the Royal Australian Navy during WWII. Both the botanic gardens and art exhibitions in Tank 4 are free to the public. TANK sixtyfour is a popular cafe attached to the Botanic Gardens Visitor Centre and has lovely views.

Art in St Monica’s Cathedral

Stained glass on display

Cairns’ main Catholic church on Abbott St is famous for its themed stained-glass windows. Viewing the stark brick cathedral from the outside conveys no idea of the wonders within.

The cathedral itself was built as a war memorial in 1968, commemorating the decisive WWII Battle of the Coral Sea, which was fought due east of Cairns in May 1942. Troops based in the city at that time recall seeing glowing flashes reflected over the horizon at night during the fierce five-day naval battle. The Peace Windows at the Abbott St end of the cathedral were installed in 1995 to celebrate 50 years of peace in the Pacific following the end of WWII.

The cathedral then installed 24 ‘Creation Windows’ in 2001, depicting the story of creation taken from the Book of Genesis. These remarkable stained-glass windows line both sides of the cathedral with motifs that are locally inspired. Look carefully and you can spot a number of First Nations people, kangaroos, a platypus and even a kookaburra.


THE KURANDA CLASSIC EXPERIENCE

Make the most of a day trip from Cairns to Kuranda in the Atherton Tablelands by taking the Kuranda Scenic Railway up to the ‘village in the rainforest’ in the morning, exploring Kuranda township, then riding the Skyrail Forest Cableway back in the afternoon. You’ll want to give yourself plenty of time to explore Kuranda’s markets, art galleries, cafes and animal attractions. On arrival back at the Smithfield Skyrail base, a bus transfer back to Cairns is included.

Check out the schedules online and make sure to book the Kuranda Classic Experience ahead of time, especially in the busy season, direct with Kuranda Scenic Railway.



Drinking in Cairns: Our Picks

Three Wolves: Cool cocktails, decor and atmosphere at this boutique laneway bar just off Shields St. 4pm-midnight

Muddy’s Cafe: Chill out with a juice, smoothie or coffee at the northern end of the Boardwalk, just past the playground. 6am-7.30pm

The Crown Hotel: Rollicking Aussie pub, with decent meals, cold beer and streetside seating. 9am-9pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

Sunset Bar Cairns: Along the Marlin Marina, this place mixes tasty evening cocktails and more. 2-11pm Mon-Sat




Beyond Cairns
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North of Cairns, a chain of relaxed seaside villages stretches as far as attractive Palm Cove; further north is Port Douglas.


Within easy reach of the Captain Cook Hwy, you’ll find a line of sandy beaches and small towns, all within a 30-minute drive of Cairns. There’s an interesting mix of coastal communities here. Some are home to commuters who buzz into the city daily, others are affordable resort towns targeting families, and then, at the end of the line, is glitzy Palm Cove. Another 30 minutes north will bring you to Port Douglas, the most glamorous resort in North Queensland. The clean, tropical waters between Cairns and Port Douglas provide ideal conditions for marine stingers from early November to late May; all the beach towns have stinger nets.
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Places

Northern Beaches

Hartley’s Crocodile Adventures

Port Douglas


GETTING AROUND

While it’s possible to get to the northern beach towns and Port Douglas by bus from Cairns, you’ll want your own wheels to do some exploring around here. Rental companies abound; most are based near Cairns Airport, which is 6km north of the city. If you’re staying in a Port Douglas resort, you could arrange transfers as part of your accommodation package. Taxis and rideshare operators offer another option.




Northern Beaches Time from Cairns: 15–30 MINS [image: img]

Seaside getaways

On the traditional land of the Yirrganydji people, Yorkeys Knob is a laid-back beach community just a 15-minute drive from central Cairns, best known for its marina and golf course (and the cheeky crocs that frequent it). A long white-sand beach stretches south from the knob itself and is great for a lengthy stroll. Yorkeys has a stinger net near the northern end of the beach in summer.

Trinity Beach features a gorgeous stretch of sand nestled between two headlands. There’s a pretty waterfront esplanade, stinger nets for swimming in summer, plus sensibly priced dining and accommodation. Trinity Beach has managed to stave off the full-on tourist vibe, despite being a holiday hot spot and popular dining destination for locals in the know.

The best known, most sophisticated and most touristy of the northern beaches is Palm Cove. More intimate than Port Douglas and more upmarket than its southern neighbours, Palm Cove is a cloistered community with a beautiful promenade along the melaleuca-lined Williams Esplanade. Its exquisite expanse of white-sand beach and sprinkling of fancy restaurants do their best to lure visitors from their luxury resorts. Beach strolls, wining, dining and doing lots of nothing are the chief activities here, but watersports operators offer kayaking, snorkelling, sailing and stand-up paddleboarding. Stinger nets are set up in summer.

Little Ellis Beach is the last of the northern beaches, just around the corner from Palm Cove. It’s also the closest to the Captain Cook Hwy, which runs right past it. The long sheltered bay is a stunner, with a palm-fringed, patrolled swimming beach and a stinger net in summer. Cairns’ only (unofficial) clothing-optional beach, Buchans Point, is at the southern end of Ellis; there’s no stinger net here, so consider your valuable assets before diving in in your birthday suit.

Hartley’s Crocodile Adventures Time from Cairns: 45 MINS [image: img]

Close up with a croc

Hartley’s is a family-friendly place on the Captain Cook Hwy, 40km north of Cairns and 25km south of Port Douglas. It’s well worth a stop if you want to see big crocs and other local wildlife from behind a fence or glass panel. While it’s a full-on tourist attraction, you’re guaranteed to see plenty of crocs, some from quite close up! A highlight is a 20-minute boat ride on Hartley’s lagoon, included in the entry price, viewing giant crocs being fed from the boat by the guide. The 15-hectare complex also features boardwalks and walking paths leading to other animal areas, including kangaroos, koalas, emus, cassowaries and wombats, plus birds in a walk-through aviary. There are wildlife presentations throughout the day, such as a snake show, cassowary feeding and a koala talk. Hartley’s is run in a professional, animal-friendly manner, though bear in mind that some people feel that baiting wild animals to perform for human entertainment is unethical.


STINGERS

If you’re in Tropical North Queensland between October and June, then you’ll want to take precautions when swimming at beaches. The biggest worries are box jellyfish and Irukandji. Box jellyfish can get large, with tentacles stretching up to 3m behind them; Irukandji, the smallest of the box jellyfish family, may only be the size of your thumbnail, but the tentacles can be 1m in length and venom is incredibly strong.

Beach towns set up stinger nets to keep them out, though to stay safe, swimmers are advised to wear stinger suits. One issue is that Irukandji can be small enough to pass through the mesh of stinger nets. Follow all signage and advice from lifeguards.



Eating & Drinking in the Northern Beaches: Our Picks

Trinity Beach Tavern: Overlooking the beach, this popular pub keeps everyone happy with decent pub meals and drinks. 10am-1.30am $$

Yorkeys Knob Boating Club: Top views from the deck, plus excellent food and drinks, live music and a friendly atmosphere. 10am-10pm $$

Kushi Yakitori Bar: This Japanese favourite across from the beach at Palm Cove has a lovely balcony. 5-10pm Mon-Sat $$

El Greko Greek Taverna: All your Greek faves in the Palm Cove Shopping Centre on Williams Esplanade. 5-9pm, 11.30am-2.30pm Sat & Sun $$

Port Douglas Time from Cairns: 1 HR [image: img]

A glamorous resort town

Port Douglas (Port or PD) is Tropical North Queensland’s most glamorous resort town and a fabulous gateway to the Great Barrier Reef – the Outer Reef is just an hour offshore. Apart from the multimillion-dollar marina, dreamy Four Mile Beach and five-star resorts big enough to warrant their own postcode, the town itself is lovely. The main drag is Macrossan St, filled with excellent restaurants, stylish boutiques and earthy pubs. It’s flash, fun and a fine place for discovering all that’s good about the north, plus it’s also an excellent base for visiting the Daintree and Cape Tribulation. The peninsula that PD occupies is the traditional home of the Yirrganydji people.
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STAYING SAFE IN CROC COUNTRY

Tropical North Queensland is crocodile country, so it’s important to be ‘croc-wise’ when travelling anywhere in the region. There are two types: saltwater (or estuarine) crocodiles, known as ‘salties’, and freshwater crocodiles, known as ‘freshies’. Freshies are smaller, have a longer, narrower snout and are deemed relatively harmless; they will only bite if provoked. Salties are much larger (up to 6m in length!) and are aggressive, with jagged, uneven teeth. They are quick to ambush unsuspecting prey. While they prefer saltwater, they can also live in freshwater.

Obey all crocodile warning signs, stay vigilant and never swim where crocodiles may be present, even if there are no signs – crocs can’t read!



Eating & Drinking in Port Douglas: Our Picks

Court House Hotel: Popular pub at the northern end of Macrossan St with all your pub favourites. 10am-midnight $$

Iron Bar: Smoked meats, steak, oysters and cocktails; it’s hard to walk past this one on Macrossan St. noon-9pm $$

Hemingway’s Brewery: A top spot in Crystalbrook Marina; sibling brewery to Hemingway’s in Cairns. noon-9pm $$

Zinc: Modern Australian cuisine, seafood and meat, towards the southern end of Macrossan St. 2-11pm $$

Fabulous seaside views

Make sure to visit Trinity Bay Lookout for sensational views down the length of Four Mile Beach and out over the Coral Sea. Drive or walk up Flagstaff Hill from Macrossan St via Wharf St, or climb on the walking path leading up from the north end of Four Mile Beach.

Activities galore

There’s not much you can’t do in Port Douglas, with golf, watersports, diving and a range of other activities on land and sea. The outer reef is closer to PD than it is to Cairns; over a dozen operators depart for the Great Barrier Reef daily on diving, sailing and reef tours. Even closer are the Low Isles, a coral cay surrounded by reef only 15km northeast of PD. Expect to see colourful corals and marine life wherever you go. Most tours depart from Crystalbrook Marina; prices usually include transfers from your accommodation, snorkelling, lunch and refreshments. Stinger nets are set on Four Mile Beach from early November to late May.

PD’s local market is held on Sundays (8.30am-1.30pm) at Anzac Park at the northern end of Macrossan St. The town packs out for the three-day Port Douglas Carnivale festival in late May, which includes a colourful street parade featuring live music and lashings of good food and wine.
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SEX ON THE REEF

Keen divers and romantics at heart can try to time their visit with the annual coral spawning, an all-in orgy in which reef corals simultaneously release millions of eggs and sperm into the water. The ejaculatory event, which some describe as a psychedelic snowstorm, leaves trails of reproductive matter streaking the sea in rainbow colours visible from miles away.

The spawning occurs in November or December; the exact date depends on water temperature (must be 26°C or above), the date of the full moon, the stillness of the water and the perfect balance between light and dark. Most diving outfits offer special spawning night dives for those looking to get in on the action.






Atherton Tablelands

INTRIGUING WILDLIFE | COOLER TEMPERATURES | LOCAL PRODUCE
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Inland from Cairns and the coastal plain is the fertile upland food bowl of the far north, the Atherton Tablelands. Here you’ll find quaint country towns, eco-wilderness lodges and luxurious B&Bs dotting greener-than-green hills between patchwork fields, pockets of rainforest, spectacular lakes, waterfalls and Queensland’s highest mountains. Formed by ancient volcanic action, this region makes for a great getaway from the swelter of the coast: it’s almost always a few degrees cooler than Cairns, and on winter nights things can get downright chilly. This is the only place to spot a Lumholtz’s tree-kangaroo – yes, a kangaroo that climbs trees! – and you’ll enjoy seeing a multitude of bird species. The Tablelands is the traditional home of the Djirrbal and Ngadjonji tribes of the Djirrbalngan language group, while the area around Kuranda and Yungaburra is the land of the Djabugay (Tjapukai) and Yidinji peoples.


GETTING AROUND

The Tablelands cover a large area. There are a lot of far-flung places of interest, so it’s best explored with your own wheels. Trans North operates buses between Cairns and Atherton, via Kuranda and Mareeba, but to make the most of the region, a rental vehicle from Cairns is your best option. Roads in the Tablelands are generally sealed and in good condition, though you’ll want to watch out for wildlife.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kuranda Original Rainforest Markets

SIGHTS

see 1 Australian Butterfly Sanctuary

2 Barron Falls

see 1 Birdworld

3 Chillagoe Smelter

4 Coffee Works

5 Ellinjaa Falls

see 1 Kuranda Koala Gardens

6 Malanda Falls

7 Millaa Millaa Falls

8 The Ramparts

9 Zillie Falls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Balancing Rock

11 Golden Drop Mango

12 Jaques Coffee Plantation

13 Royal Arch Caves

14 Skyrail Rainforest Cableway

15 Swimming Hole

SLEEPING

16 Chillagoe Cabins

17 Malanda Lodge

18 Mareeba Motor Inn

19 On the Wallaby

EATING

see 1 Barron Falls Hotel

see 6 Closet Hippy

see 1 Hayabusa

see 1 Kuranda Hotel

see 6 Malanda Pub

see 6 Moni’s Botanical Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Mt Uncle Distillery

ENTERTAINMENT

21 Mareeba Rodeo

SHOPPING

see 1 Doongal Aboriginal Art & Artefacts

INFORMATION

22 Hub

see 6 Malanda Falls Visitor Centre
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There’s a lot going on up here, so give yourself plenty of time to drop into local places such as Jaques Coffee Plantation, the Coffee Works Museum, the Golden Drop Mango Winery, Mt Uncle Distillery, Gallo Dairyland, Shaylee Strawberries and others. You’ll see lots of roadside stalls selling fruit and vegetables.



A Village in the Rainforest

Kuranda: a popular day trip from Cairns

Tucked away in thick rainforest, arty Kuranda is worthy of some attention. During the day, this hippy haven swarms with tourists visiting animal sanctuaries and poking around its famous markets and souvenir shops. After the markets close at 3pm, you can almost hear the village sigh as the streets and pubs are reclaimed by mellow locals (and the occasional street-hopping wallaby).

Follow the clouds of incense down to the atmospheric Kuranda Original Rainforest Markets. Operating since 1978, it’s still the best place to see artists at work and hippies at play. Located in small shacks in the rainforest, the market offers everything from avocado ice cream and Japanese tea to organic lingerie. You can also sample local produce, such as honey and fruit wines.

Family-friendly experiences abound and there’s lots of fun to be had at Birdworld, the Australian Butterfly Sanctuary and Kuranda Koala Gardens. The Kuranda Wildlife Experience Pass offers discounted entry to all three.

Kuranda and the Barron Gorge region are the traditional home of the Djabugay (Tjapukai) people, many of whom are involved in the local arts and cultural scene. Don’t miss the Doongal Aboriginal Art & Artefacts store in a building shaped like a boat on Coondoo St, the main drag through the village. The paintings on display and for sale are truly impressive.


Local Coffee & Mango Wine

Homegrown produce in Mareeba

Whether it’s lassos or lattes that take your fancy, you’ll have a right knees-up in Mareeba. The dusty town – gateway to Cape York to the north and Chillagoe to the west – plays host to one of Australia’s biggest rodeos in mid-July.

Mareeba is also one of the country’s prime coffee-growing regions; an estimated 70% of Australia’s coffee crop is grown here. Learn all about it over a cup at Coffee Works in town, or head out east to Jaques Coffee Plantation for a tour or cafe visit among the plantation’s 85,000 coffee trees. Mareeba was once at the heart of Australia’s main tobacco-growing region, but has now turned its soil to more wholesome produce, with fruit orchards, wineries and distilleries in addition to the coffee farms. Massive mango plantations dominate, but you’ll also see bananas, avocados and papaya.

North of Mareeba, taste mango wines at Golden Drop. There are an incredible 17,500 mango trees in this huge plantation. While perfect unmarked mangoes are sent off to market after being harvested in summer, seconds are used to produce a full range of impressive wines during the off-season, including a tasty mango bubbly. Try local gins, rums and whiskies at Mt Uncle Distillery south of town, out past the airport on the way to Atherton.

At 400m in elevation, Mareeba’s drier landscape differs dramatically from the greens of the central Tablelands to the south. Mareeba (‘Meeting of the Waters’) is the traditional home of the Muluridji people.

Explore the Caves at Chillagoe

Well worth the detour west

At 360m in elevation, Chillagoe (pronounced Chilla-go) is at the western extremes of the Tablelands and a 140km drive from Mareeba. This small town of 250 is worth the effort to reach, due to its outstanding limestone caves and rock formations in Chillagoe-Mungana Caves National Park.

Excellent ranger-led guided tours run daily into the spectacular Royal Arch Caves, which feature a labyrinth of passages, stalactites, stalagmites, ancient cave-ins and 11 lofty caverns. Book ahead by contacting the Hub in Chillagoe, a central spot that is the national park’s HQ, the town library and post office. There are also some caves you can visit on your own, but you’ll need to be well-prepared, with at least two torches. Outside and above ground, there are some excellent short walks around Chillagoe, especially the 20-minute loop to spectacular Balancing Rock.

Chillagoe’s rich copper outcrops established the town in the late 1800s, and the distinctive Chillagoe Smelter chimneys still stand as a reminder of the large-scale industry that existed here, bringing a railway line to the town from Mareeba, which opened in 1901. The smelter closed in 1943. Chillagoe was also once home to 70 marble quarries, with only a few now operating; you’ll spot some on the drive into town from Mareeba. You can see Chillagoe marble on the floor in the impressive Cairns Art Gallery .


HOW TO VISIT BARRON FALLS

During the wet season, the mighty, must-see 125m-high Barron Falls are in full thunder, but even in the dry season they’re impressive. Observe them from viewpoints on the Skyrail Rainforest Cableway and the Kuranda Scenic Railway, both of which run from Cairns. The train’s lookout is on the west side of the falls, around 10 minutes from Kuranda, while Skyrail users can hop off and view the falls from the Edge Lookout on the east side. If you’re driving, head to the Barron Falls Rainforest Canopy Walk and Lookout at the end of Barron Falls Rd.



Eating & Drinking in Kuranda

Kuranda Hotel: Waiting for your train or Skyrail back to Cairns? Kuranda Hotel, built in 1890, has local brews on tap. 10am-3pm $$

Hayabusa: Japanese lunch and sweets in this tiny authentic spot in the Original Rainforest Markets. 9.30am-2.30pm Thu, Sat & Sun $

Barron Falls Hotel: Pub food and beer at this popular locals’ pick; perfect for a pick-me-up. 10am-8pm Tue-Sat, to 6pm Sun & Mon $$

Kuranda Scenic Railway Tearooms: Enjoy coffees, shakes and scones in the old station building, surrounded by rainforest greenery. 10am-3pm $




A Drive Around the Central Tablelands
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Kick off the day in 1 Atherton, the largest settlement and unofficial capital of the Tablelands. Head east on Rte 52 and before long you’ll hit 2 Shaylee Strawberries, a good spot for an early sorbet, should you need one. Six kilometres further, follow signage to 3 Curtain Fig. There’s a boardwalk here to an amazing fig tree; its extensive aerial roots drop 15m to the forest floor. Back on the main road, just before entering Yungaburra, cross the small bridge and stop at the 4 Platypus Viewing Platform over Peterson Creek. Wee 5 Yungaburra ticks every box on the country-cute checklist: within one lap of its tree-lined streets, you’ll find 19 heritage-listed sites, a welcoming 1910 corner pub, boho-boutiques and cafes. The Whistle Stop Cafe is in the 1912 Bank of New South Wales building. Drive east of town to Crater Lakes National Park, taking the road up to 6 Lake Eacham at 820m in elevation. The lake is believed to have formed more than 12,000 years ago during a volcanic eruption. There’s great swimming in the day-use area here. Follow the road south to 7 Malanda to take a break at Moni’s Botanical Cafe. Just west of town, 8 Malanda Falls has an accommodating Visitor Centre, your best chance to see a tree-kangaroo, beautiful cascades, plus the ‘pool’ for swimming. Carry on northwest on Rte 25 towards Atherton, taking a break at 9 Gallo Dairyland to try cheese, chocolate or ice cream. It’s not far back to Atherton, where, on the road north to Mareeba, you’ll find 10 Billycart Brewing, a top craft brewery with refreshing tasting paddles to round off your day.




Spot Tree-Kangaroos in Malanda

A good base for Tableland adventures

Malanda is home to a Bega dairy factory and Nerada Tea, Australia’s largest tea plantation, but what’s of real interest to visitors is the opportunity to spot tree-kangaroos in the wild.

Only a short drive west of town, the excellent Malanda Falls Visitor Centre has informative displays plus up-to-date info on the local tree-kangaroo population. There are short 1.2km loop trails through the rainforest on both sides of the road, offering an excellent opportunity to spot this elusive creature, even in the middle of the day. Walk slowly and quietly, scan the canopy and look for large square-shaped scat on the ground. You may hear a tree-kangaroo moving around overhead before you see it; they’re not small and tend to climb thin trees that they can grab easily with their forepaws. Watching a tree-kangaroo, with its thick long tail, hop vertically up a skinny tree and into the tops is an enthralling experience.

Malanda’s pioneers came up with the cunning plan of building a seminatural swimming pool below beautiful Malanda Falls over a century ago. In a case of ‘the water runs through it’, Malanda Falls drops directly into an enormous concrete-sided pool-shaped structure below, with the water flowing out down a creek at the distant downstream end of the ‘pool’. Locals, who come here to cool off daily, swear that there are no freshwater crocs in their town pool. Bring a towel.
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TABLELAND MARKETS

Obligatory for any quaint country region that produces all sorts of vegetables, fruit and other goodies, the scattered small towns of the Tablelands host an assortment of monthly markets. Kuranda’s blockbuster bazaars are legendary, but for something a bit more down-home, check out the following.

Atherton Markets

7am-noon; second Sunday of month; Atherton Showgrounds

Herberton Market

7.30am-noon; third Sunday of month; Woondecla Sports Ground

Malanda Markets

7.30am-12.30pm; third Saturday of month; Malanda Showgrounds

Mareeba Markets

7am-noon; 2nd, third and fifth Saturday of month; Mareeba Turf Club

Yungaburra Markets

7.30am-12.30pm; fourth Saturday of month; Bruce Jones Park



Eating & Drinking in Malanda

Moni’s Botanical Cafe: Run by Moni, a Swiss backpacker who came and never left. On the main street. 8am-4pm Tue-Fri, 9am-1pm Sat $

Malanda Hotel: The Big Pub, built in 1911, is a Malanda institution, with great historical photos. 10am-9pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat $$

Pickle & Smoke: Excellent, upmarket dining in an atmospheric restaurant at sprawling Malanda Lodge, just out of town. 5-9pm Thu-Sat $$

Closet Hippy: All things hip for the alternative lifestyler, including coffee, cake and incense at this organic cafe. 8.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, to 3pm Sat & Sun $

Millaa Millaa Waterfalls Circuit

Tumbling water and swimming holes

Just east of the tiny township of Millaa Millaa in the southern parts of the Tablelands, you’ll find signage for a 15km drive around the ‘Waterfalls Circuit’. While the drive through rolling hill country and farmland is thoroughly enjoyable, the combination of falls is quite lovely. Millaa Millaa Falls has become a favourite spot amongst influencers, resulting in a somewhat crowded spot that sees more than its fair share of visitors. Both Zillie Falls and Ellinjaa Falls are more serene places to take a dip, no doubt because you need to stroll bush tracks to get to them. The walks are relatively easy, though. At Zillie Falls there’s a viewing platform a short walk from the car park, while at Ellinjaa Falls water tumbles spectacularly over a series of lava columns.
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MAKING THE MOST AT CHILLAGOE
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Wendy Wagner is the co-owner of the Chillagoe Cabins (chillagoe.com).

They’ve almost finished sealing the 140km road from Mareeba, so it’s much easier for people to get out here now. It used to be that only 4WDs could make the trip, but now campervans, cars, motorbikes and even cyclists are turning up. And the Savannahlander train brings people out this way too. As well as the caves, we’ve got a couple of lovely freshwater swimming holes. No crocs!

My favourite is the Chillagoe Weir, which is great for families. About 5km east of town are the Ramparts – a high rocky ledge with spectacular views, where local Indigenous peoples used to see out the wet season. There’s even rock art on the ceiling.






The Daintree & Cape Tribulation

ANCIENT RAINFOREST | OUTDOOR ADVENTURE | WILDLIFE SPOTTING
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The oldest rainforest on the planet, the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Daintree Rainforest is one of Australia’s most beautiful corners. Sheltered within this vast and extraordinary forest is all manner of wildlife, especially along the Daintree River, from cassowaries to tree-kangaroos. Here, the rainforest tumbles right down to the coast, where remote and deserted beaches seem to go on forever, while offshore lies the peerless Great Barrier Reef, another World Heritage Site. Put it all together, and we challenge you to find another place where so many world-class natural attractions come together.

The secret, however, is well and truly out. Avoid busloads of day-trippers by visiting under your own steam, taking your time and overnighting in the park. This area was particularly hard hit by Cyclone Jasper in December 2023, so check the latest road info before heading north of Thornton Beach..


GETTING AROUND

Tours to Cape Trib abound; there are plenty of packaged trips to the Daintree and Cape Trib departing both Cairns and Port Douglas daily. For some freedom, get rental wheels and explore along the way. The road is sealed all the way to the Cape, but you’ll want to drive slowly to avoid the wildlife, especially once over the Daintree River in the car ferry. Tropical rainforests see plenty of rain and the road can get slick in places. Tune in to 87.6FM Daintree Radio for up-to-date info.
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We recommend hiring a vehicle and driving yourself. Rather than rushing, spend a night in the national park. Do your homework ahead of time and bring rain gear and supplies. There aren’t a lot of options; the last supermarket you’ll see is the Woolworths in Mossman.



Explore the Mossman Gorge

Take a Dreamtime Walk

Mossman Gorge, 4km west of Mossman, is part of Daintree National Park and the traditional lands of the Kuku Yalanji people. The gorge is a boulder-strewn valley with sparkling water, ancient rocks and dense rainforest. From the Mossman Gorge Culture Centre at the end of the road, taking a 1½-hour Dreamtime Walk with an Indigenous guide is the best way to explore. The trip includes a return shuttle to the gorge, a smoking ceremony, bush tea and damper, and a guided walk through the forest. Alternatively, take a return shuttle to the gorge and enjoy a self-guided walk, such as the 2.4km rainforest circuit track. There’s lots of parking and an excellent gift shop and cafe at the culture centre.

Backcountry Bliss run popular small-group tours to the gorge. Its two-hour River Drift snorkelling trip – which involves floating down the river on rafts while searching for turtles, water dragons and platypus – is extremely popular.




ROAD TRIP
Mossman Gorge to Cape Tribulation


While the drive from Mossman to Cape Trib may only be 64km one-way, expect it to take a while: there are plenty of interesting spots to stop along the way. You’ll be returning on the same route, unless you’re in a 4WD, experienced and prepared – all necessary prerequisites to tackle the Bloomfield Track north to Cooktown. Tune your car radio to Daintree Radio on 87.6FM for up-to-date travel advice and information.
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1 Mossman

This small working community is worth a stop. Woolworths Mossman is the last supermarket you’ll see, so stock up on drinks, snacks and maybe prepare a picnic lunch. Remember to drive carefully; in sugar-cane harvesting season, the trains bringing cane to the mill travel down Mossman’s main street.

The Drive: The 29km road to the Daintree River is through farmland and sugar plantations; it’s not until you’ve crossed the river that you’ll be driving through rainforest.
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2 Daintree River Ferry

The car ferry is a fun highlight and your only way to Cape Tribulation Rd. An onboard hydraulic winch pulls the 27-vehicle ferry across the river along a thick cable. Although the crossing only takes a few minutes, there can be long lines in peak periods (10am–noon and 3–5pm). The ferry operates continually between 5am and midnight. A return crossing for a car costs $47.

The Drive: You’re in the rainforest now, as the 10km drive climbs to Alexandra Lookout, with views out to the coast, and then descends.


3 Daintree Discovery Centre

This award-winning visitor centre has a 23m tower and aerial walkway, taking you high into the rainforest canopy. A theatre screens films on cassowaries, crocodiles, conservation and climate change. On the same sideroad, the Jindalba Boardwalk is an enjoyable 650m walk through the rainforest.

The Drive: Obey signage to drive slowly; you do not want to be the driver who knocks over an endangered cassowary or tree-kangaroo with their rental car on this 18km stretch.

4 Madja Boardwalk

This excellent 1.2km loop track leads from a roadside car park to pass through thick rainforest and over muddy mangrove swamps. This is a great walk to get a feel for the rainforest; it’s wheelchair-accessible with assistance.

The Drive: Only 6km to go! The road heads back out to the coast at Noah Beach and follows the coast.

5 Mason’s Cafe & Bottleshop

Everyone calls into Mason’s for tourist info, the liquor store (open until 5.30pm) or to dine at the laid-back cafe; the croc burger is popular. A short walk away is a crystal-clear swimming hole ($1). A sign in the cafe reads: ‘No crocodiles in the swimming hole! They’re all in our burgers!’.

The Drive: Pass Cape Trib’s small collection of accommodation, cafes and bars on the final 3km to the beach.

6 Cape Trib: Kulki Boardwalk

Cape Tribulation Rd ends at a gorgeous beach and the 600m Kulki Boardwalk. Stroll out for an impressive view of Cape Trib, where steep rainforested slopes sweep down to sandy beaches and rocky headlands.




Detour to Daintree Village

Croc-spotting on the Daintree River

Before crossing the Daintree River on the ferry, explorers and wildlife lovers will enjoy the short detour from the ferry turnoff on the Mossman–Daintree Rd to tiny Daintree Village. Set on a plateau of farmland on the southern side of the Upper Daintree River, these are the traditional lands of the Kuku Yalanji people.

The cute little township has little more than a village hotel and general store, plus a school, accommodation for visitors and a boat ramp. Successful croc-spotting cruises on the river are the main event. Long-running Crocodile Express has a top reputation for its one-hour boat trips, enjoyed by both bird-watchers and croc spotters. You’ll see a diverse range of birdlife, including wading birds fossicking on exposed mudflats, and get up close and personal with some big saltwater crocs! Try the croc burger in the Croc Expresso Cafe après cruise, or, for something lighter, the croc spring rolls.


DRIVING TIPS FOR THE BLOOMFIELD TRACK

If you plan to head north to Cooktown on your travels, consider your choices. If you’re in a 2WD, turn around at Cape Trib, head back to Mossman and find your way west over to the sealed Mulligan Hwy. If you’re experienced, well-prepared and up for a 4WD adventure, consider the legendary Bloomfield Track, originally planned as a coastal road to Cooktown. You’ll need a 4WD from Cape Trib to the Bloomfield River to cover 32km of unsealed steep terrain with a couple of creek crossings. At the Bloomfield River there’s an all-season bridge, then sealed road out to the Mulligan Hwy, about 25km short of Cooktown. Check conditions before you go.






Cooktown & Cape York

REMOTE ADVENTURE | HISTORICAL HOTSPOT | OUTBACK CHARACTERS
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Coastal Cooktown, considered the gateway to Cape York, is an easygoing place with good accommodation, dining, beaches and gardens. It’s a small town with a big history: for thousands of years, Waymbuurr was the place the local Guugu Yimithirr and Kuku Yalanji people used as a meeting ground. It was here in 1770 that Lieutenant (later Captain) Cook beached the Endeavour, which had earlier struck a reef offshore from Cape Tribulation. Cook’s crew spent 48 days repairing the damage, making Cooktown Australia’s first (albeit transient) non-Indigenous settlement.

Rugged and remote, Cape York Peninsula has one of the wildest tropical environments on the planet. The overland pilgrimage north to ‘the Tip’, the northernmost point of mainland Australia, is an exhilarating 4WD trek into one of the country’s last great frontiers, while the area around Laura is home to the Quinkan rock-art sites, recognised by UNESCO as some of the finest on the planet.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll want your own wheels to go exploring up here. Sealed roads will get you to Cooktown and Laura, but to go any further north you’ll need a 4WD. Trans North runs buses between Cairns and Cooktown. Hinterland Aviation flies between Cairns and Cooktown, while Skytrans, REX Regional Express and Qantaslink operate flights into the main communities on Cape York and the Torres Strait Islands. Getting around becomes a whole different ball game in the Wet.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 James Cook Museum

2 Split Rock Gallery

SIGHTS

3 Cooktown Botanic Gardens

4 Grassy Hill Lookout

see 3 Nature’s Powerhouse

5 Quinkan & Regional Cultural Centre

6 The Tip

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Riverbend Tours

SLEEPING

8 Cooktown Hotel

9 Lion’s Den Hotel

10 Orchid & Frangipani Suites

11 Sovereign Resort Hotel

EATING

12 Balcony Restaurant

13 Cooktown Bowls Club

14 Cooktown Memorial RSL

15 Jackey Jackey Thai

INFORMATION

see 3 Cooktown Visitor Centre
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This is a place to go in the Dry (May to October). Do not venture far off the seal in a 2WD rental, and check with the rental car company before leaving the premises as to whether your insurance becomes ‘null and void’ if you drive on certain roads.



Local History at the James Cook Museum

A fascinating look at Cooktown’s past

James Cook Museum houses well-preserved relics, including the Endeavour’s cannon and anchor, ditched overboard to help get the ship off the reef in 1770. You’ll find thoughtful displays on local First Nations culture, plus excellent images and items from Cooktown’s early history.

After Cook’s departure in 1770, the lives of the local Indigenous people continued unhindered until gold was discovered in the area a century later, in 1872. The resulting gold rush saw the establishment of Cooktown as a port to support the Palmer goldfields to the west. Unlike earlier Australian gold rushes, 90% of the goldfields population was Chinese, with over 18,000 mostly male Chinese immigrants seeking their fortune here by 1877. There was even a monthly steamer running between Hong Kong and Cooktown. Chinese immigrants also set up market gardens to produce fruit and vegetables for Cooktown, the miners and for export; the reason that Cooktown has so many massive mango trees is that Chinese immigrants planted them in order to export the fruit on a large scale.

After the gold ran out, Cooktown’s population declined, in part due to the establishment of Cairns as a major port. During WWII, women and children were evacuated from Cooktown, many never to return. The museum building, an elegant former convent that was built in 1899, was used as a Radio Unit by the US 7th Fleet. Cooktown was not accessible by road until 1950.

Climb to Grassy Hill Lookout

Enjoy the same views as Cook

Drive up from town, or climb up a bush trail from the Botanical Gardens and Cherry Tree Bay, to Grassy Hill Lookout. This was the 162m-high hill that Cook and naturalist Joseph Banks summitted, hoping to be able to spot a passage out through the reefs in 1770. While the 360-degree views of Cooktown, the Endeavour River and the Coral Sea are wonderful, especially at sunset, they were daunting to Cook, who noted the strong and constant winds coming from the southeast that would make the Endeavour’s onward journey particularly tricky.

The lighthouse on Grassy Hilly Lookout was built in 1886 to help guide ships into Cooktown, and was erected to the memory of Captain Cook. Faced with a government plan to decommission the lighthouse a century later, a campaign to save it as a site of national historical significance received media publicity Australia-wide, and eventually it was ‘sold’ to the people of Cooktown for $100 in 1988.

Stroll Through Cooktown Botanical Gardens

One of Queensland’s oldest botanic gardens

The excellent 62-hectare Cooktown Botanic Gardens, established in 1878 at the height of the gold rush, contain a large number of interesting tropical plant species, including the Cooktown orchid. Marked walking trails lead to the beaches at Finch Bay and Cherry Tree Bay, then on up to Grassy Hill Lookout. Pick up a map at Nature’s Powerhouse in the gardens, where you’ll also find a cafe, art gallery and Cooktown’s Visitor Information Office.


LAURA QUINKAN DANCE FESTIVAL

The biennial three-day Laura Quinkan Dance Festival, last held in 2023, is believed to be the longest running Aboriginal cultural festival in Australia and its largest celebration of Indigenous dance and culture. Organised by the local Ang-Gnarra Aboriginal Corporation, communities from across Cape York and the Torres Strait come together to celebrate with music, dance, singing and cultural performances, and to renew acquaintances and pass on local history. The event attracts thousands of visitors from across Australia and overseas and is a showpiece for the Ang-Gnarra people.

The next festival will be held in July 2025. Tickets can be purchased in advance at lauraquinkanfestival.com.au. Camping and campervan facilities are on site at the festival grounds..



Wine & Cheese on a Sunset Cruise

Up the Endeavour River with Riverbend Tours

Departing daily from the the Cooktown Public Boat Ramp, the enjoyable sunset cruise heads out to explore the harbour, then sails upstream on the Endeavour River to watch the sun set over the distant mountains. While enjoying a maze of mangroves and waterways, cruisers are invited to partake in a gourmet cheese platter with a bottle of bring-your-own wine. Enjoy stories of the area’s glory days and keep your eyes peeled for crocs that inhabit the river. Call ahead for bookings and departure times.

Into the Lion’s Den

Get a dose of outback culture

About 25km south of Cooktown on the Mulligan Hwy, then 4km down Shiptons Flat Rd, you’ll find a living museum. The Lion’s Den is one of the most historic pubs in Queensland: established in 1875 and still going strong. Nothing pretentious here! The walls and ceilings are covered in drinker comments and signatures, sports paraphernalia, plus beer stickers galore. Folks from far and wide turn out in droves for live music on Friday and Saturday nights, so if you’re keen to observe colourful locals in action, this place is a must. There’s rudimentary accommodation and camping on the doorstep. When Cyclone Jasper turned up in December 2023, the Lion’s Den made headlines nationwide when a local named Magoo flying a two-seater mustering helicopter plucked 16 people off the roof one-by-one. This bastion of local culture has no wi-fi or mobile reception, but could well be the highlight of your visit to Tropical North Queensland.

Quinkan Rock-Art Sites

Sensational First Nations art

At the end of the sealed road, Laura is considered the gateway to Cape York. You’ll want a 4WD vehicle if venturing past here. The tiny town is worth a visit in its own right, thanks to the nearby Quinkan Country rock art, which UNESCO recognised as one of the world’s top 10 rock-art sites.

The Laura region is the traditional home of the Ang Gnarra people, who are the custodians of the Quinkan sites. The country around Laura has galleries of images depicting the giant Quinkan spirit figures on the sandstone escarpments and winding pathways of the Laura River. The escarpments are pocketed with hundreds of caves, where Ang Gnarra people used to spend the wet season. They lived, slept and painted here during lowland flooding, in the comfort of the high, dry, protected caves.

The Quinkan & Regional Cultural Centre in Laura covers the history of the region. Insightful tours of Quinkan Country rock-art sites with an Indigenous guide can be booked online at anggnarra.org.au. There are a number of options, with guided tours to the Giant Horse Rock Art Site and the Mushroom Rock Art Site.

Alternatively, it’s possible to take a self-guided tour of the Split Rock Art Galleries. Look for signage about 12km south of Laura. This is the only site open to the public without a guide. Put the $33 per-person fee in the honesty box and climb the steepish, rocky track. The sandstone escarpments here are covered with paintings thought to date back 14,000 years. The various sites are closed during the Wet (summer), so make sure to check online before making the long drive north.


WHY I LOVE COOKTOWN
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Craig McLachlan, Lonely Planet writer

I’m a history buff and find the story of Cooktown fascinating. Imagine the changes to history if the Endeavour had sunk with all lives lost on that fateful night in June 1770. Instead, Cook managed to get the ship to what is now Cooktown, beach it, repair it, then continue on his first voyage and return to England.

I love it that we all speak a little bit of the local Guugu Yimithirr language. Cook’s crew first sighted a strange animal here; after talks with the Guugu Yimithirr people, who called it a ganguuru, naturalist Joseph Banks wrote it up in his journals as a ‘kangaroo’ and it’s been known as that ever since.



Eating & drinking in Cooktown: Our Picks

Balcony Restaurant: The balcony here overlooks the main street; enjoy pub-style meals, cold beer and sunset views. 11am-2pm & 5-10pm $$

Jackey Jackey Thai: Decent Thai food at the northern end of the main street; perfect if you’re over pub meals. 4.30-9pm Tue-Sat $

Cooktown Bowls Club: Good meals and desserts along with views of the sunset and bowling greens; great location. 10am-10pm $$

Cooktown Memorial RSL: Some of the best meals in town at the RSL (Returned and Services League of Australia) bistro. 10am-10pm $$

Driving to the Tip

DIY to the top of Australia

Generally only possible in the Dry, driving to the Tip of Cape York is one of Australia’s great adventures. This is wild country: the untamed landscape undergoes a spectacular transformation each year when the torrential rains of the wet season set in: rough, dry earth turns to rich red mud and trickling creekbeds swell to raging rivers. The Great Dividing Range forms the spine of the Cape: tropical rainforests and palm-fringed beaches flank its eastern side; sweeping savannah woodlands, eucalyptus forests and coastal mangroves are on its west.

If sticking to the main (easiest) track during the Dry, anyone with a high-clearance 4WD, a sense of adventure, and adequate experience and preparation can drive up ‘Cape Corrugations’ to the Tip. If that’s you, take it on. If not, don’t go. It’s strongly advised not to travel past Laura in a 2WD vehicle.

If you’re heading off the main track, it’s essential to adequately prepare for 4WD journeys once beyond Laura. You must carry spare tyres, tools, winching equipment, food and plenty of water. Be sure to check RACQ road reports (racq.com.au) before you depart. Mobile phone service is limited and only available in and around some towns. Consider taking a satellite phone. Don’t head into remote areas alone – it’s preferable that you travel in a convoy of at least two 4WD vehicles.

If driving yourself, hire a vehicle, get prepared, do your homework and go! Get a vehicle from 4WD Hire Cairns (4wdhirecairns.com.au), ask for up-to-date advice and hit the road. When hiring a 4WD vehicle, double-check which routes you are allowed to drive.
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OLD TELEGRAPH TRACK (OTT)

The OTT follows the original telegraph line through Cape York Peninsula, which was used to connect Cairns with Thursday Island. It operated from 1885 until 1962 with two wires. The line was upgraded to radio during WWII, and was still in use as a telephone cable until 1987.

These days, it’s a legendary 350km 4WD track that was featured on the World’s Most Dangerous Roads television series. While hardcore 4WDers consider it fun rather than dangerous, it’s definitely tough going for the inexperienced. Many use the useful southern and northern bypass roads to dodge as much of it as they can.

The OTT is accessible only during the Dry (May to October).




A Tour of the Tip

Put yourself in expert hands

If you’re travelling solo, nervous about hiring a 4WD or just short on time, a tour is probably your best (but not cheapest) option for exploring Cape York. Tour operators organise Cape expeditions from Cairns and Cooktown; most run between April and October and range from seven to 14 days with no more than 20 passengers. An early or late wet season may affect dates. Places typically visited include Laura, Rinyirru (Lakefield) National Park, Coen, Weipa, the Eliot River system (including Twin Falls), Bamaga, Somerset and Cape York. Thursday and Horn Islands are usually optional extras. Transport can be by land, air and/or sea, while accommodation is camping or basic motels. Meals and hotel transfers are usually included. Most trips these days are fly-drive to avoid the long overland backtrack.

Operated by Air Tours Australia, Cape York Day Tour is the world’s longest scenic flight and takes you, at low-level, along the outer Great Barrier Reef and Daintree Rainforest up to parts of Cape York. A 4WD collects you in Bamaga and drives you to the tip of the Australian continent before returning to Cairns or Cooktown. Meals are included. Operates on demand, outside the Wet.

The guys at Cape York Motorcycle Adventures run fully-supported dirt-bike adventures from Cairns to the Tip that range from six-day one-way ride/fly trips to seven-day return rides, with lots of options in between.

Far North Escapes runs a variety of nine- and 12-day tours to the Tip of Cape York in rugged 4WD vehicles.

Another interesting option is the Self-Drive 4WD Group Tour, where you hire a vehicle from 4WD Hire Cairns then join a fully escorted group tour through Cape York in which you are the driver.
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TOP TIPS FOR THE TIP

Duration

Allow at least 10 to 14 days for the return journey from Cairns.

When to go

It’s best between June and October. The peak period is July and August; if you want to avoid crowds, September and October are good, but warmer.

Booking campsites

For Cape York’s national parks, book online well in advance through the Queensland National Parks Booking Service.

Be croc smart

Crocs inhabit the waterways around Cape York; heed warning signs and be vigilant when around water.

Alcohol restrictions

Applies to all visitors; in some communities, alcohol is banned completely and cannot be carried in. Fines can be huge.






Torres Strait Islands

REMOTE ADVENTURE | INDIGENOUS CULTURE | INTRIGUING HISTORY
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The 274 islands of the Torres Strait stretch like stepping stones for 150km from the northern tip of Cape York to Papua New Guinea; only 17 of the islands are inhabited and just a few permit visitors. It’s a region rich in history, populated from around 8000 years ago, when sea levels were lower and a land bridge linked Cape York and southern New Guinea. Each of the island peoples, of predominantly Melanesian descent and ethnically distinct from Australia’s mainland Aboriginal population, has their own practices, beliefs and customs.

Thursday and Horn Islands are the easiest to get to and most visited. They are two of the Inner Islands group, only 30km northwest of the top of Cape York Peninsula. Horn Island (Ngurupai) is the air hub for the islands and the Cape, connected by regular ferries to nearby Thursday Island (TI; Waibene), the tiny administrative capital and main population hub.


GETTING AROUND

Qantaslink and Skytrans fly from Cairns to Horn Island; Skytrans has an extensive air network around the Torres Strait Islands from there. Torres Strait Tours runs ferries, with airport bus connections and water-taxi services. It’s only a 15-minute ferry ride between Horn and Thursday Islands. In the centre of the Inner Islands, Peddell’s Ferry runs transfers from Seisa near the top of Cape York to Thursday Island, plus TI bus tours. Both the TI and Horn Island townships are easy to get around on foot.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Gab Titui Cultural Centre

2 Torres Strait Heritage Museum

SIGHTS

3 Green Hill Fort

SLEEPING

see 2 Gateway Torres Strait Resort

4 Grand Hotel

5 Wongai Beach Hotel

EATING

6 Ma:Kai

7 Torres Hotel




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Torres Strait Islands can be tricky to get around, so plan ahead. Book accommodation in advance and carry cash; banking facilities are limited. The best time to visit is during the Dry (May to September).



Military History on Horn Island

Landing strip of the Torres Strait

Horn Island (Ngurupai), nicknamed ‘The Landing Strip of the Torres Strait’, is the air hub for the islands and the Cape. Virtually all visitors to the Torres Strait Islands land here at the airport, which is some 6km east of the Horn Island township and jetty. Buses connect the airport and town. The island is connected by regular ferries to nearby Thursday Island.

During WWII, 5000 troops and aviators were stationed on Horn Island, which was the second-most-attacked location in Australia after Darwin. Military enthusiasts will enjoy taking the Heritage Tours ‘In Their Steps’ tour of Horn Island, visiting gun emplacements, the airstrip, aircraft wrecks and various WWII sites around the island. Heritage Tours also runs the Torres Strait Heritage Museum, featuring historical photos and displays on this all-but-forgotten military history, plus exhibitions on Torres Strait Islands history, local culture and the pearling industry.

If staying on Horn Island, the Gateway Torres Strait Resort shares the complex with the museum and is a friendly place with complimentary airport shuttle, self-contained units, a saltwater pool and a licensed restaurant. It’s a five-minute walk from the Horn Island wharf.
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Explore Thursday Island (TI)

Capital of the Torres Strait Islands

Thursday Island has seen both boom and bust. It hit boom times in the 1880s, thanks to a lucrative pearling industry that was based on the harvesting of pearl shell, which was used to make shirt buttons and exported to the US and the UK. The Torres Strait Islands supplied over half the world’s demand for pearl shell in the 1890s. The boom brought workers from Japan, Malaya, India and around Asia and the South Pacific, and TI was a busy pearling hub with hundreds of ships and divers. The bust came once plastic buttons were developed in the 1950s, and many islanders ended up moving to mainland Australia in search of work. The cultural mix in Thursday Island’s population is still clearly evident, though. More than 600 Japanese pearl divers are buried in the island’s cemetery.

While TI is the administrative capital for the Torres Strait Islands, it is small, with an area of only 3.5 sq km, two sleepy main streets and a population of 2800. There are some interesting things to see and do, though. The Gab Titui Cultural Centre near the ferry dock displays the cultural history of the Torres Strait, and hosts cultural events and changing exhibitions by local artists, supporting some 70 people across the islands. Its ‘ghost net art’, made from fishing nets abandoned or lost at sea, is captivating. The gift shop sells island souvenirs, from original prints to postcards to pearl jewellery. Green Hill is home to the well-preserved remains of a 19th-century fort, built in 1891 in preparation for a possible Russian invasion. You can still see gun emplacements and underground bunkers; there’s also a small museum.

Enjoy the Winds of Zenadth Festival

Four-day cultural extravaganza

Every two years, Thursday Island holds the spectacular four-day Winds Of Zenadth Cultural Festival, where the communities of the Torres Strait descend on the island to reconnect and showcase their individual customs and cultures. This popular event includes singing, dancing, feasting and celebrations and is one of the top First Nations events in Queensland. The 2023 festival featured more than 60 performances by dance teams from across the islands and the mainland, along with marches, musical performances and political discussions – including a session on the Masig Statement, a declaration of self-determination for the islands – and the raising of the Torres Strait flag, symbolising the unity and identity of all Torres Strait Islanders. The next festival will be held in 2025.


GO LOCAL WITH STRAIT EXPERIENCE

Strait Experience, a proud Torres Strait–owned business, presents an opportunity to go beyond what you can organise for yourself. This well-connected company makes use of its local network to tailor packaged trips for travellers, based on individual interests. It can arrange accommodation, such as homestays and cultural stays, plus experiences and packages on islands that see very few visitors. Tours are accompanied by a passionate local guide, who will explain the lands, customs, culture and history of the Torres Strait Islands.

Strait Experience has bases on both Thursday Island and remote Masig Island, a coral cay in the eastern parts of the Central Island group. This is an excellent way to see local perspectives firsthand.



Eating & Drinking in the Torres Strait Islands: Our Picks

Torres Hotel: Boasts of being ‘Australia’s Top Pub’; fair enough, as there are none further north! Plenty of seafood and cold beer. 11am-10.30pm $$

Ma:Kai: Casual waterfront spot on TI with good juices, coffee and pastries; open for breakfast and lunch. 6.30am-1.30pm $

Grand Hotel: Near the dock on TI, serving pub meals, seafood, pizzas and burgers. 10am-11pm $$

Wongai Beach Hotel: This restaurant and beer garden near the water is a top place to eat on Horn Island. noon-9.30pm Sat-Thu, to midnight Fri $$




Gulf Savannah

OUTBACK ADVENTURE | GEOLOGICAL WONDERS | HISTORIC TOWNS
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The epic 3500km Savannah Way runs all the way from Cairns to Broome in Western Australia, skirting the top of the country. The Queensland section, linking Cairns with the Gulf of Carpentaria, is one of the state’s great road trips. These days, it’s a fully sealed road from Cairns to Normanton and Karumba, achievable in a 2WD, but west of there, you’re onto dirt roads or taking the long way around. The world has a different tint out here: the east coast’s green, cloud-tipped mountains and sugar-cane fields give way to a flat, red dust–coated landscape of sweeping grass plains, termite mounds, scrubby forest and mangroves engraved by an intricate network of seasonal rivers and croc-filled tidal creeks that drain into the Gulf of Carpentaria. The fishing here is legendary, particularly for barramundi (‘barra’ season is February to September). The Savannah Gulf is a real outback adventure.


GETTING AROUND

The Gulf Savannah is a place to have your own wheels, preferably a 4WD. Petrol stations can be few and far between, so do some homework and think ahead. Trans North runs buses three times per week in both directions between Cairns and Karumba, with stops everywhere in between. The Savannahlander and Gulflander scenic train services run weekly trips during the Dry, and can even be combined for a six-day extravaganza return trip from Cairns to Normanton.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Give yourself plenty of time. A vehicle in decent condition is essential: the last thing you want to do out here is break down. A 2WD will do the trick if sticking to the main road during the Dry; you’ll want to avoid the Savannah Gulf altogether in the Wet.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Les Wilson Barramundi Discovery Centre

SIGHTS

2 Historic Precinct

3 Kalkani Crater

4 Krys the Crocodile

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Cobbold Gorge Tours

6 Royal Arch Caves

SLEEPING

7 Burketown Pub

see 5 Cobbold Gorge Village

see 2 Croydon Club Hotel

8 Discovery Parks Undara

see 1 End of the Road Motel

9 Talaroo Hot Springs

EATING

see 4 Albion Hotel

see 5 MacDonalds Deck

see 1 Sunset Tavern

INFORMATION

see 7 Burketown Visitor Centre

see 4 Visitor Information & Heritage Centre



Clamber into Ancient Lava Tubes

Visiting Undara Volcanic National Park

One of inland Queensland’s most dramatic natural features, the Undara shield volcano erupted about 190,000 years ago, sending molten lava coursing through the surrounding landscape. Even as the surface of the lava cooled and hardened, hot lava continued to race through the centre of the flows, leaving one of the world’s longest and largest lava-tube systems. The amazing lava tubes can only be visited by guided tour with Discovery Parks Undara during the Dry, from March to October. The two-hour Archway Explorer Tour takes visitors through the hollow lava tubes on a series of stairs and boardwalks. It’s suitable for most people and is a good introduction. The Wind Tunnel Explorer is the next step up, with scrambling over rocks as you make your way into the lava tubes.

There are various levels of accommodation on-site, all run by Discovery Parks Undara; the most interesting involves sleeping in an old railway carriage. Additionally, there’s camping, rooms with en-suite bathrooms, a restaurant, a bar and a swimming pool. The complex is 15km south of the Savannah Way on a sealed road.

There are also some excellent self-guided short walks in Undara Volcanic National Park. The best is the 1½-hour Kalkani Crater rim walk, which involves a climb up to the saddle of the egg-cup-shaped Kalkani Crater, a walk around its rim, then a descent back to the car park. There are excellent views from the rim across the lava plains to other volcanic vents. Follow signage 6km south of the Savannah Way on the road to the Discovery Park. Undara lies on the traditional lands of the Ewamian people.

Soak in the Talaroo Hot Springs

Run by the local Ewamian people

Close to midway between the small towns of Mt Surprise and Georgetown, 12km north of the Savannah Way on an unsealed road, the Ewamian people and their new Talaroo Hot Springs complex proudly welcome visitors to overnight at their outback campground and learn of their traditions and culture. The healing waters of the 65-million-year-old hot springs are a highlight, and a soak in the bathing pool is included in a 90-minute discovery tour, run by Ewamian locals. There’s a new elevated boardwalk that winds around remarkably clear, bubbling springs that are way too hot to soak in – the water temps are an estimated 60°C. The water in the bathing pool has been allowed to cool to a perfect 40°.

There’s a small cafe and swimming pool at the Hub, the check-in facility for the campground and eco-tents, along with a camp kitchen and amenity block. Talaroo Hot Springs is open April to October. Access to the boardwalk and bathing pool is by guided tour only.


A Surprising Oasis

Tour the impressive Cobbold Gorge

The startling spring-fed oasis of Cobbold Gorge is one of those unexpectedly beautiful outback finds. The highlight of a visit is a three-hour gorge tour, which includes a guided walk to the top of the rugged sandstone gorge, a crossing of the 11m gap on one of Australia’s first all-glass bridges, and a boat cruise through the gorge itself. A one-hour stand-up paddleboard guided tour through the gorge is also an excellent option. The gorge is quite spectacular, narrowing to just 2m across in places, and is lined by sandstone cliffs that are 19m in height from the waterline to the top of the escarpment. The only access is by a guided tour.

From Georgetown on the Savannah Way, drive south for 40km to Forsayth, then another 45km from there on a dirt road to Cobbold Village. Here you’ll find cabins and rooms with ensuite bathrooms, plus camping and caravanning sites with all the facilities. There’s a licensed bar and bistro, an infinity pool and even a swim-up pool bar. It’s possible to drive in for the day just for the tour; make sure to book ahead.
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TOP TIPS FOR THE SAVANNAHLANDER

Thinking about riding the Savannahlander? One of Australia’s great rail journeys, this four-day outback rail experience departs Cairns weekly from March to November, winding its way through the Kuranda Range and out through the Savannah country to Forsayth and back. The carriages are classic 1960s ‘silver-bullet’ railmotors, with open windows providing natural cooling and making up for the lack of air-conditioning.

Rail aficionados should check their options: the train overnights in Almaden, Forsayth and Mt Surprise, giving the opportunity to visit Chillagoe Caves , Cobbold Gorge and the Undara Lava Tubes. A six-day combo tour with the Gulflander, which operates further west, between Normanton and Croydon, is like the holy grail for Aussie train buffs.



Stay in a Historic Outback Town

The former gold-rush hub of Croydon

Incredibly, little Croydon was once the biggest town in the Gulf, thanks to a short but lucrative gold rush. Gold was discovered here in 1885, and by 1891 a train line linked Croydon to Normanton. An incredible 96 hotels were within a 20km radius of town in its busiest years, but by the end of WWI the gold had run out and Croydon became little more than a ghost town. These days, it’s a fascinating place to stay on your Savannah Way adventure. There’s a small but well-preserved historic precinct that’s worthy of some attention.


The 1887 Club Hotel is the only pub left from the 21 that once lined Croydon’s main drag of Sircom St. It has a reasonable range of accommodation, including basic rooms with shared bathrooms in the old building to new self-contained units out by a refreshing pool. The pub’s bar and restaurant is an outback classic: it’s the place to be when the sun blazes low to the horizon in the evening. Patrons drinking outside in the ‘gutter bar’ are protected by a low verandah overhang, painted with amazing murals of Croydon’s history. There’s decent pub-grub, cold beer and the occasional wallaby hopping down Sircom St that may (or may not) capture your attention.

Wet Your Whistle in Normanton

Time out at the Green Room Cafe

Once a busy port on the Norman River, which flows out into the Gulf of Carpentaria at Karumba, Normanton has a long main street lined with colourful old buildings. These days it’s a handy junction for tired Karumba- and Burketown-bound travellers, and is also the terminus for the Gulflander train. The Normanton train station has a small museum and is home to the Gulflander when it’s not journeying out to Croydon on its weekly trip.

The Norman River produces whopping barramundi, with competitions and barra-focused events in April and May. It also produces monster crocodiles, such as Krys the Croc. In the historic Burns Philp building, Normanton’s excellent Visitor Information & Heritage Centre has a library, historical displays and lots of regional information. The Traditional Owners of the Normanton area are the Kukatj, Gkuthaarn and Kurtijar peoples.

The best spot to wet your whistle is the Albion Hotel on Haig St, where, in addition to the pub, you’ll find the somewhat surprising Green Room Cafe with a real pastry chef, serving exquisite coffees, cakes, pastries and all sorts of other goodies. It’s open for breakfast and lunch.

Sunset over the Gulf of Carpentaria

Gazing west from Karumba Point

A 70km drive northwest from Normanton will bring you to Karumba, the only spot on the Gulf of Carpentaria that can be accessed by sealed road. A fishing hub and winter base of many a southern retiree, Karumba is on the traditional lands of the Kareldi. It’s a little piece of outback paradise where you can watch the sun sink into the Gulf of Carpentaria in a fiery ball of burnt orange. The actual town of Karumba is on the Norman River, while Karumba Point, the better place to stay, is about 6km away by road and right on the beach.

Your best accommodation choice is at the End of the Road Motel, which is next to the Sunset Tavern. These two hold down the prime location at Karumba Point, overlooking the Gulf. The big open-sided tavern is the hub of Karumba Point at sunset; watch the sun sink into the gulf over a glass of wine and a seafood platter. The food is good, especially the locally caught barra (best grilled) and prawns, but the view from the garden tables is better. Arrive early to snag a seat at an outdoor table well before the sun plunges below the horizon.

In Karumba, Les Wilson Barramundi Discovery Centre is a ‘barra’ hatchery, offering everything you ever wanted to know about barramundi, plus the opportunity to handfeed them. Barramundi is an Aboriginal name for the fish, appropriated for marketing reasons in the 1980s. Internationally, it is also known as the Asian sea bass or giant sea perch.


EWAMIAN PRIDE ON DISPLAY
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Sharon Prior is the general manager of Ewamian Ltd (ewamian.com.au), an organisation dedicated to preserving Ewamian culture.

Our native title rights over Country were recognised by the Federal Court of Australia in 2013. That’s over 26,000 sq km of land around the Georgetown area. We wanted to do something with the land to provide employment, training and opportunities for our people, so we opened the Talaroo Hot Springs complex in 2021.

This was our first venture into tourism. We’re all learning what works and have lots of ideas for expansion. We’ve added a 7km bike trail and a walking trail to the Einasleigh River to attract more guests. We feel proud of our accomplishments and have positive aspirations for the whole of Country.



Eating & drinking on the Savannah Way: Our Picks

MacDonalds Deck: The bar and bistro at Cobbold Gorge Village is open for breakfast, lunch and dinner. 7-8.30am, noon-2pm, 5.30-7.30pm $$

Albion Hotel: The Albion has both pub meals and its Green Room Cafe in Normanton. Also serves coffee, juice and beer. 11am-10pm $$

Sunset Tavern: Savour the sunset with a cold beer and local seafood at Karumba Point. noon-8pm Mon-Thu, 11am-8pm Fri-Sun $$

Croydon Club Hotel: Decent pub meals with a daily special in Croydon; top atmosphere in the ‘gutter bar’. noon-2pm & 5.30-8pm $$

Further West on the Savannah Way

The most remote pub in Queensland

Burketown has a real end-of-the-earth feel to it. It’s 240km west of Normanton, and over half of that is on a dirt road. If you’re out this way, there’s a fair chance you’re travelling along the Cairns-to-Broome Savannah Way, where small outposts can feel like oases. It’s almost 500km of partly sealed road, but more often than not it’s unsealed territory (sometimes rough 4WD-only) from Burketown via Hell’s Gate Roadhouse to Borroloola (NT) and beyond. This road is usually impassable in the Wet.

There are two more reasons to come to Burketown. The barra fishing, either on the Albert River or 30km north at the Gulf, is legendary. The season runs from mid-January to the end of September. And along with Karumba, this is the best place in the world to witness the extraordinary ‘morning glory’ cloud phenomenon. If you do make it this far, there’s a helpful visitor centre, a pleasant caravan park and the excellent Burketown Pub (claiming to be Queensland’s most remote) with rooms, cold beer and meals. These are the traditional lands of the Gangalidda and Garawa peoples; book local tours with their Yagurli Tours through the Burketown Visitor Centre.


THE GULFLANDER

Cheekily known as the train ‘from nowhere to nowhere’, the legendary Gulflander is a one-of-a-kind line. Constructed between 1888 and 1891 to link the once buzzing river port of Normanton to the goldfields of Croydon, the Gulflander is a classic. The present 1950 railmotor, known as the ‘Tin Hare’, runs with open windows to make up for the lack of air-conditioning. It departs Normanton on Wednesdays for Croydon and returns on Thursdays.

This is the only Queensland Rail line that’s still isolated from the rest of the rail network; a trip on the Gulflander can be linked by bus with the Savannahlander to make for a six-day extravaganza from Cairns.






Outback Queensland

Dinosaur Trails | Stargazing | Seclusion
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Behold the unbowed and unparalleled beauty of the Queensland outback. Many ambitious travellers craving an untamed odyssey in Australia’s remote wilderness come from far and wide to explore this daunting back of beyond. It’s a vast landscape with long stretches of dry, dusty roads and hours upon hours of driving.

Regional towns like Mt Isa, Barcaldine, Birdsville and Longreach tap into the heart of the outback, while the Channel Country’s floodplains, dinosaur remains and the extensive inland deserts form the essence of this rough country. First Nations stories lay the foundation for these secluded surroundings, which echo with long stretches of silence, vibrant colours and a fathomless night sky full of stars. If you’re headed to a national park, remember that you need both time to spare and a high-clearance 4WD.

Regardless of what you do, Queensland’s hinterland is full of rich history and colourful characters. It’s a long way between drinks out here, but it’s well worth the drive.


GETTING AROUND

This massive swathe of land is served by air, rail and highway. Save time by flying and hiring a car. For a scenic experience, consider the train. Queensland Rail has three lines: Spirit of the Outback runs from Brisbane to Longreach, the Westlander runs from Brisbane to Charleville, and the Inlander runs from Townsville to Mt Isa. If driving, the main routes include Townsville to Mt Isa on the Overlanders Way and Brisbane to Mt Isa on the Matilda Way.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Australian Stockman’s Hall of Fame & Outback Heritage Centre

2 Diamantina National Park

3 Hard Times Mine

see 3 Outback at Isa

see 1 Qantas Founders Outback Museum

4 Waltzing Matilda Centre

SIGHTS

see 4 Arno’s Wall

5 Australian Workers Heritage Centre

6 Bladensburg National Park

7 Hell Hole Gorge National Park

8 John Flynn Place

see 3 Mount Isa Regional Art Gallery

9 Munga-Thirri National Park

see 4 Musical Fence

see 1 Powerhouse Museum

see 8 Qantas Hangar

see 3 Riversleigh Fossil Centre

see 4 Royal Theatre

see 3 Underground Hospital

10 Welford National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 12 Birdsville Races

11 Cosmos Centre

see 11 Top Secret WWII Tour

SLEEPING

12 Birdsville Hotel

see 11 Charleville Waltzing Matilda Motor Inn

see 5 Ironbark Inn

see 3 Red Earth Hotel

see 4 Winton Outback Motel

EATING

see 3 Bambino Espresso

see 3 Buffs Club

see 3 Giuseppe’s Cantina

see 11 Heinemann’s Bakery

see 1 Little Star Indian Restaurant

see 4 Musical Fence Cafe

see 11 On the Rocks Restaurant

see 3 Outback at Isa Cafe

see 5 Ridgee Didge Cafe

see 1 The Branch Restaurant

see 11 The Lucky Elephant

see 4 Winton Hotel

ENTERTAINMENT

13 Birdsville Big Red Bash

see 3 Mt Isa Rodeo

INFORMATION

see 8 Cloncurry Unearthed Visitor Centre & Museum




[image: ] TOP TIP

Do not venture into the outback on your own. Distances are vast, and having a co-pilot is essential for any road trip. Always let someone know where you are going. It’s an isolated area, and in the event of an emergency you may be hard to find.



Cloncurry Time from Townsville: 8½ HRS [image: img]

John Flynn’s legacy

Cloncurry, also known as ‘The Curry’, is known to be the birthplace of the Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS). Reverend John Flynn conceived and created this flying medical service in the 1920s, which later became an essential service for regional residents. You can learn about the feats of the RFDS and how Flynn utilised the pedal radio to spearhead communication in the outback at the John Flynn Place Museum and Art Gallery. Spend an hour viewing the exhibitions of Alfred Traeger’s pedal radio endeavours and Allan Vickers’ medical breakthroughs in Cloncurry.

Step back in time

Cloncurry Unearthed Visitor Information Centre and Museum is located within Mary Kathleen Memorial Park and is a great place to learn about the town’s history. This site has an interesting museum, tourist information, maps, snacks and souvenirs.

Aviation landmark

Visit the original Qantas Hangar where the airline’s first commercial flight landed in 1922, en route from Longreach. Qantas (Queensland and Northern Territory Aerial Services) was conceived in Winton in 1920 and had its headquarters in Longreach from 1921 to 1930. Qantas provided the aircraft for the Royal Flying Doctor Service, originally based in Cloncurry. The hangar is located 4.7km north of town and serves as Cloncurry’s unofficial landmark, though it’s usually closed to visitors.

Mt Isa Time from Cloncurry: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Oasis of the outback

The Outback at Isa has several attractions that you can explore in a day. Start your tour at the Mt Isa Visitor Information Centre (VIC). At the Hard Times Mine Underground Tour, you’ll experience life as a miner. Don a protective helmet and cap lamp to explore 1.2km of tunnels, complete with fuming, roaring, rattling machinery. At the Riversleigh Fossil Discovery Centre, take a tour and examine fossils from the Riversleigh World Heritage Area, find out how specimens are sorted, and participate in a virtual dig experience. Nearby are the Beth Anderson Museum and Underground Hospital, a WWII construction following the Japanese bombing of Darwin in 1942. Lastly, visit Mt Isa Regional Art Gallery to support regional and local artists.

The Mt Isa Rodeo

Mt Isa is the rodeo capital of Australia and home to the third-largest rodeo in the world, attracting over 60,000 people annually. Held in the second weekend of August, the rodeo includes over 750 competitors from across Australia; you should book tickets and campsites well in advance. Events include live music, the Indigenous Rodeo Championship, plenty of BBQ grilling and hot chilli wing challenges and, of course, the rodeo itself. If you plan on going, be aware that animal welfare groups allege that the livestock can be harmed during rodeos and that for this reason the spectacle should be avoided. In response, the Mt Isa Rodeo has stated the following: ‘The APRA showed the injury rate for animals used in rodeos throughout Australia is 0.072 per cent. Our target for the Isa Rodeo is zero animal injuries for each event.’


THE MARY KATHLEEN GHOST TOWN

Although Mary Kathleen was first settled in the 1860s, it didn’t become an actual town until 1954 – this was the year that Norm McConachy and Clem Walton discovered uranium. They named the new town after McConachy’s late wife. In total, some 31 million tons of uranium were extracted from the open-pit mine until it was finally shut down in 1982.

All that remains today is the town’s footprint – roads and concrete pads – and the open mine site. Mining has long been an economic mainstay here: in the 19th century, Cloncurry was the largest producer of copper in the British Empire, and Mt Isa remains one of Queensland’s longest-running mining towns. Mary Kathleen is located 64km from Cloncurry and 57km from Mt Isa. It’s said to be ‘haunted’ by locals.



Eating in Mt Isa: Our Picks

Outback at Isa Cafe: For three square meals, this local favourite is the place to go, especially for breakfast. 8.30-4.30pm $$

Buffs Club: This family-friendly restaurant has a delightful Kids Club that allows parents to enjoy a meal. Try the oysters and steak. 11am-8.30pm $$

Giuseppe’s Cantina: Delectable Italian dishes and exceptional service are the draw at this fine-dining establishment in the outback. 5-8.30pm $$$

Bambino Espresso: A cafe that serves nourishing food worth the wait. The Thai chicken curry is a standout. 6am-2pm $$




The Australian Dinosaur Trail
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Fossil fiends, amateur palaeontologists and those who are fans of Jurassic Park will love outback Queensland’s triangular Dinosaur Trail, which connects small towns throughout the outback. This drive passes some of the best-preserved dinosaur sites in the world: expect to see 110-million-year-old dinosaur bones in Hughenden, fish fossils in Richmond and 3300 giant fossilised footprints in Winton. This one-of-a-kind road trip takes two to three days.

Begin the tour in Hughenden. Visit the 1 Flinders Discovery Centre and say hello to Hughie, a life-size replica of a Muttaburrasaurus skeleton (a herbivore) and the pterodactyl-like Queensland pterosaur. You’ll also see over 3000 fossil specimens from the Cretaceous period. Roughly 115km west is Richmond, a tiny town that’s home to the 2 Kronosaurus Korner. This region was once an inland sea, and at this museum you’ll have the chance to see marine remains from over 100 years ago. The Kronosaurus Korner is also a research facility that offers educational experiences to study fossilised fish bones; go fossil hunting in the field to uncover these relics for yourself. The third and final stop on the Dinosaur Trail is 262km south in Winton. Here you’ll find the 3 Australian Age of Dinosaurs, a natural history museum that holds annual dinosaur digs and also has the largest fossil lab in the country. Make sure you also check out the 4 Lark Quarry Conservation Park, a further 110km south, which showcases 3300 fossilised footprints. These footprints are a snapshot of a dinosaur stampede – 95 million years ago, roughly 150 small dinos (chicken to emu size) scattered along a lake shore trying to get away from a larger predator. The findings here inspired the stampede scene in Jurassic Park.




Winton Time from Longreach: 2 HRS [image: img]

Marvellous Matilda

The Waltzing Matilda Centre in Winton is the first museum in the world dedicated to a song: Australia’s unofficial anthem. The centre encompasses different parts of Winton’s history, including displays on Banjo Paterson’s iconic song, Qantas’ beginnings, opals, First Nations culture, dinosaurs and the 1891 shearers’ strike. Also in the musical spirit is Winton’s Musical Fence, a quirky bit of outback art that features a musical wire fence and other bits of steel to bang on. Figure on half a day to explore these sites.

Found art

Arno’s Wall is another one of those oddball outback attractions: a 70m-long work-in-progress by German artist Arno Grotjahn, which he built around his former home. After making a fortune with a rare opal that he unearthed at nearby Opalton, he decided to dedicate the rest of his life to building this wall, which contains all sorts of oddities that he rescued from the local dump. There’s a huge range of industrial and household items ensnared within the mortar, from TVs to motorcycles. Arno also threw in, appropriately enough, a kitchen sink. Expect to spend 30 minutes touring the site, which he described as a monument to the history of the town.

Cinema en plein air

There’s an old-movie-world charm in the canvas-slung chairs, corrugated tin walls and star-studded ceiling at this classic semioutdoor Royal Theatre (1918), complete with the world’s biggest deckchair. Come here for classic and new films, screened beneath the Queensland sky. This theatre operates seasonally from late March to early October; find its schedule online. Enter via the Opal Walk gallery or come for the evening feature.

Longreach Time from brisbane: 2 HRS [image: img]

Aviation glory

The Qantas Founders Museum tells the story of Australia’s flagship airline, from its origins in Longreach to the present day. Spend half a day taking a guided tour of the Boeing 707, Boeing 747, D-3 and Super Constellation, all within the museum’s airpark. Next door, the original 1921 Qantas hangar houses a mint-condition DH-61. Don’t miss the life-size replica of an Avro 504K, the first aircraft owned by the fledgling airline.


RED HILL MINING TOWN

Mt Isa is well-known for its mine stacks that rise from red-dirt country at the foothills of the Selwyn Range. The town was founded following John Miles’ discovery of silver, copper and zinc deposits in 1923. The following year Mt Isa had a post office, and the town today has grown into one of the top ten producers of zinc, lead, copper and silver.

Proud locals embrace life in the dusty heat and the geographical isolation – often over multiple beers – and the sense of community is palpable. There’s a similarly proud (not to mention far longer and unbroken) First Nations history here; these are the traditional lands of the Kalkadoon, and Aboriginal people comprise nearly a quarter of the town’s population.



Eating in Winton & Longreach: Our Picks

Little Star Indian Restaurant: For a curry in Longreach, don’t miss the Little Star. Great vegetarian samosas and vindaloo. 4-9 pm $

The Branch Restaurant: Originally the Longreach branch of the Commercial Bank of Australia, it’s now a beloved restaurant. 7am-2pm Wed-Sun $$

Musical Fence Cafe: Good spot for breakfast, coffee or a light lunch of sandwiches, burgers and pizza. In Winton. 7am-1pm Mon-Fri $$

Winton Hotel: This lovely refurbished pub has street-side and garden seating. Good for a yarn with the locals. 11am-8.30pm $


The life of a stockman

In a beautifully conceived building with an impressive multiarched design, the Australian Stockman’s Hall of Fame & Outback Heritage Centre pays tribute to outback pioneers, early explorers, stockmen and First Nations people. Five themed galleries, some featuring interactive touchscreen displays, cover Aboriginal culture, European exploration, pioneers and pastoralists, ‘Life in the Outback’ and the stockman’s gallery. A crowd-puller is the Stockman’s Live Show, a storytelling performance. Check the website for schedules.

Electrical outreach

Calling all engineers! Celebrate local history, artefacts and stories that locals have preserved for generations at the Longreach Powerhouse and Historical Museum. The museum’s displays focus on how electricity was generated, maintained and distributed in the area. Check out the Generating Complex, with interconnected sheds housing 10 massive electrical engines. Make sure you also stop by the swimming baths, which were converted into cooling ponds for the power station in 1964; the Noto Cottage, meanwhile, keeps the historical archives of the powerhouse. It was built in 1918.


WALTZING MATILDA

Combo Waterhole, 132km northwest of Winton, is widely believed to be the place that inspired Banjo Paterson’s and Christina Macpherson’s famous bush ballad, ‘Waltzing Matilda’. For millennia, this waterhole along the Diamantina Creek was an Aboriginal camp, but it took on a whole new meaning when it captured the attention of Paterson on a visit in the 1890s. Christina Macpherson is believed to have composed the melody, while Banjo wrote the lyrics; the ballad was first performed at Winton’s North Gregory Hotel in April 1895.

The song tells the story of an itinerant worker (swagman) who stole a lamb in the bush – waltzing was slang for travelling, while a matilda referred to his bundle of belongings.



Eating in Charleville: Our Picks

On The Rocks: Great quality outback meals, like lamb with native spices, plus a few Indian and Lebanese influences. 6-8pm $

Ridgee Didge Cafe: A plant-filled cafe that brews amazing coffee; great spot to chat with locals. 6.30am–1pm Wed-Fri $

The Lucky Elephant: The only Thai restaurant in Charleville has a varied menu. Try the dumplings and fried rice. 5-8.30pm Tue-Mon $

Heinemann’s Bakery: If you’ve got a sweet tooth, this is a great place to come to treat yourself. Savoury pies too. 5am-3pm Mon-Fri $$

Barcaldine Time from Longreach: 1 HR [image: img]

Working pride

Barcaldine, a historic outback town at the junction of the Landsborough and Capricorn Hwys (Rte 66), gained its place in Australian history in 1891 when it became the headquarters of a major shearers’ strike. The Australian Workers Heritage Centre is dedicated to honouring Australia’s workers – past, present and future – who help preserve the country’s heritage and culture. There’s a variety of permanent and changing exhibits celebrating working women, shearers and the original Australian Workers Union Hall. You can easily spend several hours exploring the 14 buildings on-site, all of which house exhibitions. Make sure you visit the Kunwarara Railway Station and Carriage, which is the site’s star attraction. The Heritage Centre closes annually in December and January.

CharlevilleTIME FROM BRISBANE: 1¾ HRS [image: img]

Stargazing in the outback

Prepare for takeoff...your next stop is infinity and beyond! The Charleville Cosmos Centre is a unique observatory and the largest planetarium in Queensland. Come here to contemplate the galaxies through high-powered telescopes and unlock the secrets of the universe during hourlong guided sessions. There’s a solar telescope here for daytime sun viewing, and planetarium shows if you’re not able to make it here at night. Bring warm clothes for evening stargazing.

A WWII reenactment

If you’d like to know what life was like as an American soldier stationed in the Australian outback during WWII, look no further than the WWII Secret Base. This museum commemorates the war efforts of some 3500 United States Army Air Force personnel through interactive experiences. Enlist in the educational base where you’ll learn what it was like to command your own bombing mission inside a B-17. There are also love letters that draw back the curtain on wartime romances, and exhibitions that reveal the classified missions and top-secret information of the day.

Birdsville Time from Charleville: 9¾ HRS [image: img]

The outback’s oldest hotel

A very long way from anywhere, Birdsville (population 110) is perhaps the ultimate outback icon: a remote, storied settlement on the fringe of the Simpson Desert, in the very inland corner of outback Queensland. The Birdsville Hotel, dating back to 1884, is the only accommodation you’ll find for several hundred kilometres, and a stop here is de rigueur. The rustic outback decor also makes for one of Australia’s most photogenic pubs. Many visitors frequent the hotel for Big Red Bash: the largest annual rock festival in the outback; it’s held every winter in early July. It’s held on the edge of the Simpson Desert, about 35km west of Birdsville (as if Birdsville wasn’t remote enough).

Another big event is the Birdsville Races, which draws up to 10,000 horse-racing fans from across the country during the first weekend of September. There’s a cash prize of up to $250,000.

If you’re visiting Birdsville on a whim, be sure to visit the town’s billabong (watering hole) where you can go fishing. The outback eternity begins as soon as you leave the town limits.
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OUTBACK NATIONAL PARKS

Munga-Thirri National Park

The largest national park in Queensland (10,120 sq km) is in the Simpson Desert; access it from Birdsville.

Bladensburg National Park

Great 4WD trails, gorgeous landscapes and secluded campsites south of Winton.

Welford National Park

Red sand dunes, red-rock escarpments, billabongs and spinifex plains. Hikers should trek to Sawyers Creek viewpoint on Mulga Dr.

Diamantina National Park

Within Channel Country, this national park is ideal for bird-watching. It’s home to black falcons, Hall’s babblers and oriental plovers.

Hell Hole Gorge National Park

Characterised by steep canyon walls that rise up to 45m high along Spencer and Powell Creeks. Camping is near Hell Hole Waterhole – bring everything you need, including all food and water.






Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Bundaberg

Branyan Retreat $$ Cute B&B in two refurbished pioneer slab huts on the Burnett River; 8km west of the town centre.

Bundaberg Spanish Motor Inn $$ Hacienda-style motel in a quiet but central location.

Rockhampton

Heritage Hotel $ Stay the night in one of the town’s grand heritage pubs; clean rooms with shared bath.

Denison Boutique Hotel $$ Handsome two-storey Victorian heritage-listed building (1886), with four-poster beds and spa baths.

Great Keppel Island

Great Keppel Island Holiday Village $ Beachfront budget accommodation in all styles, from camping to safari tents.

Great Keppel Island Hideaway $$ Has a variety of well-spaced rooms and cabins, plus the island’s main restaurant-bar.

Eungella National Park

Platypus Bushcamp $ In rainforest next to a platypus swimming hole near Finch Hatton Gorge, this rustic camp has sites for vans and tents, plus two cabins.

Backpackers by the Bay $ Just off the main strip, this hostel will suit those who like to be sociable but avoid the party crowd.

Broken River Mountain Resort $$ Lovely retreat in natural gardens next to the Broken River.

Airlie Beach

Kipara $ Budget alternative with basic en-suite cabins and larger villas, a pool, BBQs and a camp kitchen; 3km east of Airlie.

Heart Hotel & Gallery $$ Boutique hotel in the heart of Airlie with quality fittings and luxurious bathrooms.

Coral Sea Resort $$$ Luxe resort overlooking the main marina west of Airlie; sea view, garden view or suite with private verandah and spa.

[image: jpg]
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Townsville

Rambutan $ Uber cool with swish accommodation in dorms and privates, an excellent rooftop bar and the requisite pool.

Yongala Lodge $$ Housed in lovely historic building, Yongala is a short stroll from the Strand and city centre.

Hotel Grand Chancellor $$$ Spacious rooms and apartments in a fine central location attract discerning visitors. Rooftop pool.

Magnetic Island

Selina Magnetic Island $ Attached to a koala sanctuary near Horseshoe Bay Beach, Selina brings travellers together in a sweet rainforest setting.

Peppers Blue on Blue Resort $$$ Overlooking the Nelly Bay marina, this is one of the island’s premier addresses, with stylish rooms and an infinity pool.

Mission Beach

Rainforest Motel $$ Decent-value motel rooms in the back of the village, only a short walk from the main Mission Beach.

Castaway Resort & Spa $$$ Stunning sea views from this mainstay of the Mission Beach family-holiday scene.

Cairns

Caravella Backpackers $ Simple dorms, private rooms, shared kitchen and a pool in a top location on the Esplanade.

Bounce $ Top budget spot in the middle of town, with tidy dorms and neat studio-style apartments with kitchen and balcony.

Southern Cross Atrium Apartments $$ Good-value apartments just a stone’s throw from Cairns Central Shopping Complex.

Cairns Plaza Hotel $$ One of Cairns’ original high-rise hotels; recent renovations make it a good option in this price range.

Doubletree by Hilton $$$ Just what you’d expect: stylish, modern guest rooms with an enviable location on the Esplanade.

Port Douglas

Coral Beach Lodge $ Chilled-out hostel in a good location with a lovely pool, a games room, a kitchen and helpful owners.

Pink Flamingo $$ Flamboyantly painted rooms, private walled courtyards and a pool make for an intimate stay.


Atherton Tablelands

On the Wallaby $ Cosy, clean ecofriendly hostel in Yungaburra that feels like a home away from home; also runs tours of the area.

Chillagoe Cabins $$ Cabins with en-suite bathrooms and air-con, plus a lovely pool and complimentary breakfast in Chillagoe.

Malanda Lodge $$ Just south of Malanda, with extensive grounds, lovely rooms, a pool and the on-site Pickle & Smoke restaurant.

Mareeba Motor Inn $$ Simple motel rooms, nice gardens and a refreshing pool, just south of Mareeba.

The Daintree & Cape Tribulation

Cape Trib Beach House $ Clean dorms and rustic cabins in the rainforest by a pristine beach; pool, restaurant and bar.

Rainforest Hideaway $$ This lovingly built solar-powered eco-accommodation is a unique rainforest experience.

Cooktown

Cooktown Hotel $ Popular old pub (opened 1874) on the main street, with no-fuss rooms, food and entertainment.

Orchid & Frangipani Suites $$ Two new suites with magnificent views at Lek’s place, a short walk from the main street.

Sovereign Resort $$$ Breezy tropical-style rooms, spacious two-bedroom apartments, gorgeous gardens and a pool.

Torres Strait Islands

Wongai Beach Hotel $$ It’s all here, with 21 self-contained units, restaurant and a pool on Horn Island.

Grand Hotel $$ Thursday Island’s top choice with budget in the back to larger front rooms with ocean and mountain views.

Gulf Savannah

Discovery Parks Undara $ Everything from camping to ens-uite rooms to sleeping in a railway carriage; restaurant, bar and pool.

Talaroo Hot Springs $ Camping, eco-tents, kitchen and on-site cafe at this complex west of Mt Surprise.

Croydon Club Hotel $$ Budget rooms in the old 1887 pub building, and modern units beside the pool; restaurant and bar.

End of the Road Motel $$ Great location at Karumba Point; perfect when combined with the Sunset Tavern next door.

Burketown Pub $$ Somewhat simple rooms with bathrooms at this outback pub; tasty pub grub and the coldest beer in town.

Mt Isa

Redearth Boutique Hotel $$ In the heart of town, this 4-star hotel is a short walk from the Outback at Isa.

Winton

Winton Outback Motel $ Your typical outback motel, with 25 simple and comfortable rooms.

Barcaldine 

Ironbark Inn Motel $ An economical motel with reasonably priced amenities and quirky en-suite cabins.

Charleville

Charleville Waltzing Matilda Motor Inn $ This simple place is a two-minute walk from the railway station and museum.

Birdsville

Birdsville Hotel $$ Popular historic hotel in South West Queensland that’s the only place to sleep for hundreds of kilometres.





Melbourne & Surrounds
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WHERE CULTURE IS THE PRIORITY


Inhabited by Indigenous people for at least 40,000 years and colonised by the British in 1835, Melbourne has come a long way in the last two centuries, having transformed itself into one of the world’s most culturally diverse cities.
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This transformation would have no doubt appalled the British farmers who were the first colonists, but for today’s Melburnians, diversity is a blessing – 30% of the population of greater Melbourne was born overseas, and a multitude of rich cultures is tightly woven into the city’s fabric. Visitors benefit from this diversity in myriad ways, one of the most obvious being Melbourne’s extraordinary global food culture.

Called Naarm (Narrm) by its Traditional Owners, the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung, Melbourne is on track to overtake Sydney as Australia’s largest city within the next decade. This growth has brought problems, such as a lack of housing and suburban sprawl, but it has also dictated that consecutive state governments have invested heavily in infrastructure. They’ve also funded many cultural and sporting institutions and events, enriching the lives of locals and the experiences of the millions of interstate and overseas visitors who travel here.

While the city centre is blessed with splendid 19th- and early-20th-century architecture, much of which can be credited to the flush of money the gold rush pumped into the local economy, the city’s greatest charm lies in its suburbs, each of which has a distinct character. The Yarra River (Birrarung) flows through many of these, and parks and gardens are plentiful, particularly in the Dandenong Ranges.

Further out, semi-rural areas such as the Yarra Valley and Mornington Peninsula are similarly distinctive but have much in common, namely their status as world-class wine regions. Both of these regions can be visited on day or overnight trips from the city centre, as can Phillip Island in Gippsland, home to the ever-popular Penguin Parade.

Famously obsessed with sport and coffee, Melburnians are generally egalitarian, often garrulous and always fond of a good joke. They enjoy going to the pub, the beach and the footy (Aussie rules, of course), but they also patronise cultural festivals in great numbers, queue to see art exhibitions and love fine dining. They, like the city they call home, are a diverse and always interesting mix.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CITY CENTRE

Epicentre of business and events.

CARLTON & THE INNER NORTH

Cultured and alternative.

ST KILDA & THE SOUTHERN SUBURBS

Fun-loving.

ABBOTSFORD & THE EASTERN SUBURBS

Riverscapes and art.

WILLIAMSTOWN & THE WESTERN SUBURBS

Multiculturalism.

DANDENONGS & YARRA RANGES

Gardens, mountains and forests.

YARRA VALLEY

Vineyards and vistas.

MORNINGTON PENINSULA

Boutique wineries and beaches.

PHILLIP ISLAND

Penguins and surf breaks.





Find Your Way


Melbourne is a city that sprawls. Its concentric layers – city centre, inner suburbs, outer suburbs and satellite regions – cover a huge area, but it’s relatively easy (albeit time-consuming) to navigate thanks to good roads and public transport networks.
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Plan Your Days


Explore sights, streets and neighbourhoods in the city centre and suburbs, leaving time to eat and drink well along the way.
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Day 1

Morning

• Kick off the day at the historic Queen Victoria Market and then walk through the city to Federation Square, where you can visit the Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia. For lunch, sample the Torres Island cuisine served at Indigenous-owned Big Esso by Mabu Mabu.

Afternoon

• After lunch, join the cultural walking tour run by the Koorie Heritage Trust and then walk across Princes Bridge and through the Domain to relax in the wonderful Royal Botanic Gardens.

Evening

• Bar hop or dine on fashionable Flinders Lane.




Day 2

Morning

• If the weather is warm, head to St Kilda to spend a few hours at the beach – don’t forget to take your sunscreen and hat.

Afternoon

• Head back to the city centre and wander through Chinatown en route to the Carlton Gardens. Afterwards, head to Little Italy in Carlton’s Lygon Street for a late afternoon coffee or aperitivo.

Evening

• Choose a pub in the inner north for a casual dinner – the Marquis of Lorne is one of many great options. Afterwards, wind down over a nightcap on the rooftop at Fitzroy’s Naked for Satan.




Day 3

Morning

• Spend the morning on and around Smith Street in Collingwood, visiting contemporary art galleries and stopping for a coffee break at CIBI.

Afternoon

• Make your way to the Abbotsford Convent to have lunch at Cam’s before wandering down to the trail next to the Yarra River and taking a walk north to Dights Falls.

Evening

• Head to one of the bars in Curtin House in the city centre for a pre-dinner drink and then proceed to fashionable Gimlet or Reine & La Rue for dinner.



YOU’LL ALSO WANT TO…

Head out of the city centre and into the neighbourhoods to join the locals at their favourite haunts.

PULL UP A BAR STOOL

Kicking back over a pint is a favoured activity in the inner north, and there are loads of pubs to meet demand.
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SOAK IN A HOT SPRING

Mornington locals have three favoured places to relax: the beach, a winery or at a thermal spa.
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GET TO A GIG

Hipsters know that the best music gigs in the city happen on Sydney Rd, particularly at the Brunswick Ballroom.
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SWIM IN THE WEST

Reconsider St Kilda Beach on a summer day – Williamstown Beach is less crowded and has cleaner water.
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ENJOY A QUIET TIPPLE

The city centre has plenty of glamorous rooftop bars, but neighbourhood joints like Geralds Bar can be friendlier.
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PEDAL THE RAIL TRAIL

Weekends are a good time to head into nature and cycle or walk the Yering to Warburton Rail Trail.
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PACK A PICNIC

A wild garden, sculpture park and river frontage make the Heide Museum of Modern Art a lovely retreat.
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City Centre

EPICENTRE OF BUSINESS AND EVENTS


Edged by the Yarra River and the terraced park of Birrarung Marr (‘River of Mists’) to the south, grand Parliament House to the east, the historic Carlton Gardens to the north and the rejuvenated Docklands precinct to the west, the grid of wide streets that comprise the city centre and the innumerable lanes and alleyways that link them thrum with pedestrians day and night.

While not perhaps the shopping epicentre that it was in the previous two centuries, the ‘City’ (as it is commonly called) has retained its reputation for exceptional eating, drinking and theatre-going. It’s also home to an ever-increasing number of residents, many of them international students, which makes city life particularly vibrant.

A multitude of cultural attractions, including galleries, museums, libraries and a densely packed calendar of festivals, means that many visitors make it their first and only stop on a Melbourne itinerary. We don’t blame them.


GETTING AROUND

The city centre is the hub of Melbourne’s public transport system, serviced by trains, trams and buses. Though the area is easily explored on foot, visitors can take advantage of the free tram zone that covers the area between the Yarra River (south), Spring St (east), La Trobe and Victoria Sts (north) and Docklands (west). Access a map of the zone on the PTV website (ptv.vic.gov.au).



[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Federation Sq

SIGHTS

2 Alkira House

3 Anna Schwartz Gallery

4 ARC ONE

5 Australian Centre for the Moving Image

6 Block Arcade

7 Century Building

8 Chinese Museum

9 Curtin House

10 D’Lan Contemporary

11 Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia

12 Koorie Heritage Trust

13 Majorca Building

14 Manchester Unity Building

15 Melbourne Town Hall

16 Mitchell House

17 Nicholas Building

18 Royal Arcade

19 Scots’ Church

20 St Michael’s Uniting Church

21 State Library of Victoria

22 Sun Kum Lee Trading Company Building

23 Tolarno Galleries

24 Yule House

SLEEPING

25 Lancemore

26 Laneways by Ovolo

27 QT Melbourne

28 Rydges Melbourne CBD

29 Selina Central Melbourne

30 Space Hotel

31 Treasury on Collins

EATING

32 Bar Lourinhã

33 Big Esso by Mabu Mabu

34 Brunetti

35 Cellar Bar

36 Chin Chin

37 Coda

see 4 Cumulus Inc

38 Daughter in Law

39 Embla

40 Farmer’s Daughters

41 Flower Drum

42 Gimlet

43 Hardware Société

44 Il Bàcaro

45 Izakaya Den

46 Lee Ho Fook

47 Lulu’s Char Koay Teow

48 Lune

49 Miznon

50 MoVida

51 Mr Tulk

52 Osteria Ilaria

53 Reine & La Rue

54 Soi 38

55 Stalactites

56 Supernormal

57 Supper Inn

58 Tea Rooms

59 The European

see 52 Tipo 00

60 Tonka

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

61 Apollo Inn

62 Arbory Afloat

63 Boilermaker House

64 Brother Baba Budan

65 Caretaker’s Cottage

66 Cherry

67 Dessous

68 Double Happiness

69 Dukes Coffee

70 Grill Americano

71 Heartbreaker

72 HER Rooftop

73 Madame Brussels

74 Maker

75 New Gold Mountain

76 Seedling

77 Siglo

SHOPPING

78 Readings
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The Melbourne Visitor Hub at the Melbourne Town Hall in Swanston St is open from 9am to 5pm daily and can supply tourism and transport advice, brochures and maps. Find a volunteer-staffed visitor booth in the Bourke St Mall.



The Place to Gather

Visit iconic Federation Sq

Named in honour of the centenary of Australia’s Federation in 2001, Federation Square is a series of buildings arranged around a large sloping amphitheatre. Many public events in the city centre occur here.

Located next to the Yarra River, the architecturally distinctive complex, known locally as ‘Fed Square’, was designed by London practice Lab Architecture Studio and Dutch landscape architect Karres en Brands.

Two major cultural institutions are located here: the National Gallery of Victoria’s Ian Potter Centre: NGV Australia and the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI). A visit to the NGVA is particularly recommended, as its collection exclusively focuses on Australian art.
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Honouring Naarm’s Traditional Owners

Centre dedicated to First Nations culture

Those interested in learning about the cultures and Songlines of the First Peoples of southeastern Australia should visit the Indigenous-run Koorie Heritage Trust, which has a reference library and small gallery in its headquarters in the Yarra Building at Federation Sq.

One of the Trust’s outreach programmes is a series of cultural walking tours, including a public tour every weekday at 1pm that focuses on the Birrarung Wilam (River Camp) Aboriginal art installations on Birrarung Marr and the history of the Kulin Nation (an alliance of five Aboriginal nations in south-central Victoria). Before or after the walk, sample contemporary Torres Straits cuisine at Indigenous-owned Big Esso by Mabu Mabu, also in the Yarra Building.


MELBOURNE’S BEST FESTIVALS

Always Live

Statewide celebration of local, national and international contemporary music at venues including Federation Sq. Mar–Dec

Melbourne Food & Wine Festival

Hundreds of events, including the famous ‘World’s Longest Lunch’, celebrate the city’s exciting eating and drinking scene. Mar

Melbourne Fringe

Celebration of everything arty and experimental. Oct

Melbourne International Comedy Festival

An enormous range of local and international comic talent hits town for four weeks of laughs in Melbourne venues including the Town and Trades Halls. late Mar–Apr

Rising

Cutting-edge theatre, music and dance events staged at night. Jun



Drinking in the City Centre: Best Coffee

Brother Baba Budan: Order your coffee, which is make with Seven Seeds beans, to go. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

Brunetti: City outpost of the Carlton behemoth. Good coffee, but even better cakes. 7am-10pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat, 8am-10pm Sun

Dukes Coffee: Flinders La joint serving dark-roast coffee. Enjoy your choice on a bar seat or order to go. 7am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, 8am-5pm Sat

Hardware Société: This hugely popular French-influenced cafe has two branches in the bustling Hardware La precinct. 8am-3pm

Higher Ground: In an old power station, this cafe serves coffee made with ethically sourced beans. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, from 7.30am Sat & Sun

Maker: Another Hardware La favourite, with coffee made with house-roasted beans. 7am-4pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

Seedling: Uses ethically sourced ingredients in its gluten-free food. Serves turmeric and matcha lattes. 7.30am-3.30pm, 9am-2pm Sat & Sun

Square One Rialto: Donates 10% of its profits to social enterprise Common Ground. 7.30am-4pm Mon-Fri, 8am-3pm Sat






Walking Melbourne’s Arcades & Lanes
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Start on 1 Degraves Street, an archetypal Melbourne lane lined with cafes. Continue north, crossing over Flinders La to enter narrow, cafe-filled 2 Centre Place. Continue straight ahead, cross Collins St and enter the 3 Block Arcade, built in 1892 and featuring ornate plasterwork and mosaic floors. Ogle the window display at the famous 4 Tea Rooms and then continue through the arcade and exit north to Little Collins St via 5 Block Place.

Cross Little Collins St and enter the wonderfully ornate 6 Royal Arcade. Check out the quirky shops and look out for Gog and Magog, hammering away on either side of the clock under the dome. Retrace your steps to Little Collins St and turn left. At Swanston St, turn right.

Walk to 7 Melbourne Town Hall and pop into the 1932 8 Manchester Unity Building across the road to snoop around its impressive foyer. Continue to Collins St and turn left to head uphill to the ‘Paris end’. Pass the 1873 Gothic-style 9 Scots’ Church (the first Presbyterian church in Victoria) and the 1866 10 St Michael’s Uniting Church, built in an unusual Lombardic Romanesque style. Turn right into Exhibition St and then right again into Flinders La, and continue to 11 Duckboard Place.

Head down the laneway and admire the street art, horseshoeing around similarly graffitied 12 AC/DC Lane. Keep heading west on Flinders La (perhaps taking a short detour right on Russell St to join the ever-present queue at 13 Lune, home to Melbourne’s most famous croissants) and then turn left into the street-art hot spots of 14 Hosier Lane before finishing with tapas and a drink at 15 MoVida or 16 MoVida Next Door.




Streets of Chinatown

Wander the historic precinct

Chinese immigrants arrived in great numbers during the 1850s, hoping to make a fortune in the colony they described as ‘New Gold Mountain’. After periods of back-breaking work in the goldfields, they came to Melbourne for some R&R, mostly to the area bordered by Swanston, Little Bourke, Spring and Lonsdale Sts. Soon known as Chinatown, a descriptor it retains to this day, the area was home to warehouses, benevolent societies, restaurants, gambling parlours, opium dens and brothels.

Several grand buildings from this period still exist. The most impressive is the wedding cake-like former Sun Kum Lee Trading Company Building at 112-114 Little Bourke St, now home to the Shanghai Village restaurant. This is one of many popular Chinese restaurants and bars in the Chinatown precinct today, including the Flower Drum, the city’s most venerable fine diner, and the New Gold Mountain and Double Happiness cocktail bars.

To learn more about the history of the Chinese in Victoria, visit the Chinese Museum in Cohen Pl off Little Bourke St to see its ‘One Million Stories: Chinese Australians 200 Years’ exhibit.

Rag Trade Reminiscence

Explore vibrant Flinders Lane

Originally called Little Flinders St, this historic part of the city centre had its name changed from ‘Street’ to ‘Lane’ in the 1940s, officially acknowledging the fact that the so-called rag traders (predominantly Jewish businesspeople involved in the textile and clothing trade) who had operated businesses here since the late 19th century had always called it ‘the Lane’. Many of the multistorey warehouses and factories that once lined both sides of Flinders St have been demolished, but some remain in the stretch east of Swanston St.

Flinders La is one of the most vibrant precincts in the city centre, home to a significant proportion of its best restaurants, bars, cafes, boutiques and commercial art galleries. A walk along its length is mandatory if you want to get a true taste of the city’s contemporary life.


ART DECO ARCHITECTURE

Melbourne’s city centre is known for the magnificent Victorian-era buildings that were constructed with gold-rush windfalls, but the streets here also have many architecturally significant art deco buildings dating from the 1920s and 1930s.Look out for the Majorca Building at 258-260 Flinders La, the Century Building at 125-133 Swanston St, the Manchester Unity Building on the corner of Swanston and Collins Sts, Alkira House at 18 Queen St, Mitchell House on the corner of Lonsdale and Elizabeth Sts and Yule House at 309-311 Little Collins St. Several of these were designed in the streamline moderne sub-style that art deco is particularly known for.



Eating in the City Centre: Our Picks

Embla: This wine bar serves fantastic food and has an eclectic wine list. 3pm-late Mon & Tue, from noon Wed-Sat, noon-5pm Sun $$

Farmer’s Daughters: This glamorous business celebrates the produce of Gippsland. from 11.30am Tue-Fri, from 5.30pm Mon, Sat & Sun $$$

Gimlet: Want glamour and a bit of fun too? European-accented Gimlet is here to oblige. noon-midnight Sun-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat $$$

Lee Ho Fook: Housed in an old warehouse, this restaurant represents the best in modern Chinese-Australian culinary. 6-10pm Mon-Sat $$$

Osteria Ilaria: Italian food with a Mod Oz sheen at this on-trend eatery, along with an impressive wine list. noon-late Mon-Sat $$$

Reine & La Rue: This fine-dining spot occupies Melbourne’s grand former stock exchange building. noon-2.30 & 5.30pm-late $$$

Supernormal: This huge Asian eatery is perennially packed for good reason, and the bar is perfect for single diners. noon-late $$$

Tipo 00: Is this Melbourne’s best pasta? According to its many fans, the answer is an emphatic yes. 11.30am-4pm & 5-9.30pm Mon-Sat

A Repository of Knowledge

Victoria’s neoclassical State Library

At the forefront of Melbourne’s literary scene since 1856, the State Library of Victoria is a hub of city life. When its central La Trobe Reading Room was completed in 1913, the six-storey-high, reinforced-concrete octagonal dome was the world’s largest, and its natural light continues to illuminate ornate plasterwork and studious Melburnians.

The library’s original reading room, the Ian Potter Queen’s Hall, is lined with soaring columns and, like the equally magnificent Redmond Barry Reading Room, is a popular working space open to all. There’s free wi-fi and use of computer terminals. Several galleries stage free exhibitions.

Also free are the volunteer-run 45-minute tours that visit the main historical spaces and depart most days at 10.45am and 1.45pm – bookings (slv.vic.gov.au) are essential. A branch of Readings bookshop is just inside the Russell St entrance and the Mr Tulk cafe is on the La Trobe St side of the building.
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La Trobe Reading Room, State Library of Victoria | SASANAN TRAKANSUEBKUL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MELBOURNE: CITY OF LITERATURE

Melbourne was designated the first UNESCO City of Literature in Australia – and only the second in the world – in 2008. An acknowledgement of the city’s rich literary culture, which encompasses libraries, local publishers, predominantly independent bookshops, writers’ organisations, literary festivals and journals, it is a fitting accolade for a city whose residents consume more books, magazines and newspapers per capita than any other city in Australia. Many of these avid readers are regular attendees at the live and digital literary-focused public talks presented by the Wheeler Centre, housed in the southern wing of the State Library, and at the annual Melbourne Writers Festival (mwf.com.au).



Eating in the City Centre: City Institutions

Bar Lourinhã: Some 20 years after opening, this Portuguese and Spanish tapas bar is still going strong. noon-11pm Tue & Wed, until late Thu-Sat $$

Cellar Bar: The menu offerings here come from the same kitchen as the pricier Grossi Florentino Grill. Good coffee too. 8am-late Mon-Sat $$

Cumulus Inc: Andrew McConnell’s bistro food is excellent, as is his wine list. This is the quintessential example. noon-11pm $$$

The European: The menu travels across France, Spain and Italy, delivering comfort food that’s guaranteed to please. noon-11pm $$

Il Bàcaro: Plating refined Italian dishes for nearly 30 years, this polished ristorante is perfect for small groups. noon-3pm & 6pm-late Mon-Sat $$$

MoVida: Its location in graffitied Hosier La is about as Melbourne as it gets, but the tapas are authentically Spanish. noon-3pm & 5-10pm $$$

Stalactites: Doling out late-night souvlakis for nearly 40 years and now offering vegan versions. 11am-midnight Sun-Thu, to 2am Fri & Sat $

Supper Inn: Much-loved frills-free Cantonese late-night eatery, which is heading into its fifth decade. 5.30pm-2.30am $




On Foot Around Queen Victoria Market
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Start outside the 1 Meat and Fish Hall on the corner of Elizabeth and Victoria Sts. Before entering, look up to see the farm animal frieze above the entrance.

Head into the hall, which dates from 1869, and do a loop to view the extraordinary range of fish, seafood, meats and poultry sold here. Next, go through the door in the middle of the fish stalls to find yourself in the art deco 2 Deli Hall, built in 1929. This area is where delicatessen items and bread are sold, and it’s also where many of the market’s most popular takeaway food stalls are located. 3 Boreks Shop and 4 Bratwurst Shop & Co are the most popular.

Exit the Deli Hall through one of the southern doors and turn right, heading up Therry St past the 5 Fresh Flower Stall. Cross Queen St to reach the Upper Sheds, dating from 1878. In front of the sheds, you’ll see the 6 American Doughnut Kitchen van in Queen St, which has been selling hot jam doughnuts at the market since 1950.

To the left of the van are the sheds where general produce is sold. Turn into L Shed and walk up to the 7 Romape Cibo da Strada coffee cart. At this point, turn right and walk straight ahead past the 8 Lunara Turkish delight stand until you reach B Shed, the busiest aisle in the market’s large fruit and vegetable section.

Walk east through B Shed to Queen St, turn left and end your walk by sitting down and enjoying freshly cooked mussels at the 9 Mussel Pot or an artisanal coffee at 10 Market Lane Coffee.




Temples of Bohemia

Historic buildings showcasing the avant-garde

Melbourne’s reputation as the most bohemian city in Australia was set in 1868, when novelist and journalist Marcus Clarke and poet Adam Lindsay Gordon established the Yorick Club, a democratic drinking establishment for members of the city’s literary, artistic and scientific communities.

Today, much of the city centre’s artistic and avant-garde life centres around two historic buildings on Swanston St. Curtin House is the most vibrant of these, home to the design-focused Metropolis Bookshop, the popular bar/restaurants Cookie (Thai) and Mesa Verde (Mexican), the self-explanatory Rooftop Bar and The Toff in Town (aka ‘The Toff’), a bar and live performance venue. The Nicholas Building focuses less on entertainment, housing vintage clothing shops, artists’ studios and artist-run gallery spaces.
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QUEER MELBOURNE

One of the catchphrases used by LGBTQIA+ activists – ‘We’re not all straight in the Garden State’ – underpins the importance of acknowledging the longstanding queer heritage of Melbourne. To tour city sights that have played important roles in this history, follow the three city-centre walking tours available at no cost on the Australian Queer Archives website (queerarchives.org.au).

To read more about this rich history, check out ‘A History of LGBTIQ+ Victoria in 100 Places and Objects’, a 2021 report available on the Heritage Victoria website (heritage.vic.gov.au), or the ‘Out of the Closets, Into the Streets’ page on the Victorian Collections website (victoriancollections.net.au/stories/out-of-the-closets-into-the-streets).



Eating in the City Centre: Great Global Cuisine

Chin Chin: Join the party at this ultra-popular and always rowdy joint serving Southeast Asian hawker-style food with big flavours. 11am-late $$

Coda: Basement restaurant serving refined French-Vietnamese food. noon-3pm & 5.30pm-late Mon-Thu, noon-late Fri-Sun $$$

Daughter in Law: This diner serves modernised versions of classic Indian dishes. noon-3pm & 5-10pm Wed-Sun, from 5pm Mon & Tue $$

Izakaya Den: The place that kick-started Melbourne’s love affair with the izakaya (Japanese bar). 5-10pm Tue-Sat $$$

Lulu’s Char Koay Teow: Authentic and delicious Penang char koay teow (stir-fried rice noodle dish). 11am-8pm Mon-Sat, 10.30am-3.30pm Sun $

Miznon: Celebrity chef Eyal Shani has imported his great street food from Tel Aviv to general acclaim. noon-3pm & 5.30-9.30pm Tue-Sat $

Soi 38: A queue is inevitable at this dirt-cheap Thai eatery inside a multi-level car park. 11am-3pm & 5-10pm Sun-Thu, to 11pm Fri & Sat $

Tonka: Contemporary Indian dishes. At lunch, affordable thalis are available. noon-3pm & 5.30pm-late Mon-Thu, noon-late Fri-Sun $$$

Solidarity Forever

Tour the world’s oldest trades hall

Built with funds raised from union members, Melbourne’s first trades hall building – a modest timber structure dubbed ‘the People’s Palace’ – was erected at the corner of Lygon and Victoria Sts in 1859. Replaced in the 1880s by a grand edifice designed by Joseph Reed and Frederick Barnes, architects of the nearby Royal Exhibition Building, the Trades Hall was again extended in the 1890s. It remains little changed from this period.

The building’s fascinating history is imparted during free 90-minute guided tours, one of which focuses on feminist history. Visitors learn about the history of female-dominated Victorian unions such as the Tailoresses Union (formed 1882) and the Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation (today the largest union in the state) and about their fight for equal pay, which, alas, is yet to be achieved. Bookings are essential (weareunion.org.au).
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BEST ART GALLERIES

[image: jpg]

Sarah Ritson, an art consultant, recommends the best commercial and university contemporary art galleries in Melbourne. @sarahritson_artconsultant

In the city centre, Tolarno, Anna Schwartz and ARC ONE represent some big names, and D’Lan Contemporary shows First Nations artists.

Southside, it’s well worth checking out Station and Neon Parc in South Yarra, Mars Gallery in Windsor, Vivien Anderson in St Kilda, the Monash University Museum of Art (MUMA) in Caulfield and 1301SW in South Melbourne.

The inner north is a hot spot, and great galleries include Daine Singer, Neon Parc and Haydens in Brunswick; Sutton Gallery in Fitzroy; and Futures and Sullivan + Strumpf in Collingwood.



Drinking in the City Centre: Rooftop Bars

HER Rooftop: Sample cocktails and Thai food among the city skyscrapers atop the HER complex of eateries and bars. 11.30am-late

Madame Brussels: Named after the 19th-century brothel owner, this favourite has a laid-back atmosphere. 4-11pm Wed, Thu & Sun, to 1am Fri & Sat

Rooftop at QT: Slick all-weather hotel bar with a wooden deck and efficient heating system. 3pm-late Mon-Wed, from noon Thu-Sun

Siglo: As well as having the best rooftop view in the city, this place also has the best wine list. 5pm-3am Tue-Sat

Worshipping the Gods of Sport

Two great sporting venues

With a capacity of 100,000 people, the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG or ‘the G’) is one of the world’s great sporting venues, hosting cricket in summer and AFL (Australian Football League, Aussie rules or ‘footy’) in winter. For many Australians, it’s hallowed ground.

Make it to a game if you can; otherwise, tours take you through the stands, media area, change rooms and members’ lounges on non-match days. The stadium also houses the Australian Sports Museum, which has interactive exhibits and sporting challenges that kids in particular love.

Accessed from the G via a pedestrian bridge over the railway tracks is Melbourne Park, home to the Australian Open, the first of tennis’s four Grand Slam tournaments. Summer in Melbourne wouldn’t be the same without this iconic event, which takes place in January.


THE EIGHT-HOUR DAY

A monument on a small reserve diagonally across from Trades Hall marks the day in 1856 when stonemasons working on the construction of Melbourne University downed tools and walked off their jobs in protest over working conditions. This brought their employer, the Colony of Victoria, to the negotiating table, and the result was an agreement that workers employed on public projects should enjoy an eight-hour day with no loss of pay.

By 1860, most workers in the state had been granted an eight-hour day. The stonemasons’ victory was significant, considering that in the first half of the 19th century, many workers in the state worked up to 14 hours a day, six days a week.



Drinking in the City Centre: Best Bars

Apollo Inn: The city’s classiest cocktail bar is a homage to intimate, dimly lit New York–style bars. 5pm-late Sat-Thu, from 3pm Fri

Arbory Afloat: Join the party on the spring- and summer-only pontoons of this bar next to Flinders St Station. 11am-late

Boilermaker House: Pours malt whiskies, craft beers and innovative cocktails to a blues soundtrack. 5pm-late Tue-Fri, from 4pm Sat

Caretaker’s Cottage: This diminutive bar-pub was deemed one of the best bars in the world in 2023’s global ‘50 Best’ list. 4pm-1am Wed-Sat

Cherry: Melbourne’s most legendary live-rock bar has a dive bar and a bandroom. 7pm-2am Sun-Wed, from 5pm Thu, 5pm-4am Fri & Sat

Dessous: Claim a velvet chair in this atmospheric basement bar and relax over a drink and excellent bar snack or two. 5pm-late Tue-Sat

Grill Americano: Popular with after-work drinkers, the marble bar at this steakhouse specialises in Italian-style cocktails. noon-late

Heartbreaker: A rockin’ jukebox, pool table and raucous atmosphere. 5pm-1am Sun-Tue, to 3pm Wed, 3pm-3am Thu-Sat




Carlton & the Inner North

CULTURED AND ALTERNATIVE


If you’re after the mainstream, don’t look at this neighbourhood. Melbourne’s inner northern suburbs are home to lefty politics, diverse genders, cutting-edge art and the largest concentration of exciting eating, drinking and entertainment venues in town.

Spreading fan-shaped from the city centre, this area is where the first residential suburbs sprouted in the 1850s, but the landscape still retains traces of precolonial times, particularly in Parkville’s Royal Park, where the Wurundjeri and visiting tribes once camped and held corroborees (Aboriginal festivals or gatherings for ceremonial or spiritual reasons).

Nearby, intact Victorian streetscapes and dishevelled shopping strips littered with bars and vintage shops sit cheek-by-jowl. Backstreet corners are home to welcoming neighbourhood pubs, many of which host live music gigs, and student life thrives thanks to the nearby University of Melbourne and Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology. These suburbs encapsulate the best that the city offers – they’re multicultural, egalitarian and cultured.
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GETTING AROUND

Carlton, Fitzroy and Collingwood are easy walks from the city centre but can also be accessed via any Melbourne University tram or tram number 1 (Carlton), tram 11 (Fitzroy) and tram 86 (Collingwood).Brunswick can be accessed via train (Upfield line) or trams 1 and 19. Northcote and Thornbury can be reached on tram 86 or by train (Mernda line).One of Melbourne’s best cycle routes, the Capital City Trail, circles the inner north.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Melbourne Museum

2 Royal Exhibition Building

SIGHTS

3 Arts Project Australia

4 Carlton Gardens

5 Centre for Contemporary Photography

6 Collingwood Yards

7 Sutton Gallery

8 Trades Hall

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Fitzroy Swimming Pool

SLEEPING

10 Tyrian Serviced Apartments

11 Veriu Collingwood

12 Zagame’s House

EATING

13 Brunetti

14 CIBI

15 D.O.C. Espresso

16 D.O.C. Pizza & Mozzarella Bar

17 Di Stasio Carlton

18 Falco

19 Fenton

20 Frankie’s Tortas & Tacos

21 Gelato Messina

22 Heartattack & Vine

see 17 King and Godfree

23 Leonardo’s Pizza Palace

24 N Lee Bakery

see 18 Piccolina Gelateria

see 17 Pidapipó

see 17 Tiamo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

25 Bar Bellamy

26 Bar Liberty

27 Black Pearl

28 Carlton Wine Room

29 Everleigh

see 3 Hope St Radio

30 Marion

31 Naked for Satan

32 Napier Quarter

33 Runner Up

34 Seven Seeds

see 3 West Space

SHOPPING

35 Brunswick Street Bookstore

36 Fitzroy Mills

see 17 Readings

37 Rose Street Artists Market
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Many locals who don’t shop for fresh produce at the Queen Victoria Market in the city centre rely on the Saturday farmers market at North Carlton Primary School or on the organic supermarket and bakery at the Ceres community garden and farm in Brunswick East, which is open daily.





Marvellous Melbourne’s Heartland

Explore historic Carlton Gardens

Designed and constructed in the 1880s, the World Heritage–listed Royal Exhibition Building and surrounding Carlton Gardens retain their Victorian splendour but have been fully assimilated into the city’s contemporary life.

In the gardens, the Melbourne Museum’s Bunjilaka Aboriginal Culture Centre is the best place in the city to learn about the state’s Indigenous history, and its Melbourne Gallery tells the story of the city’s post-colonial development.

Guided tours of the Royal Exhibition Building, including its landmark dome, take place daily and can be booked on the Museums Victoria website (museumsvictoria.com.au).

The annual Melbourne International Flower and Garden Show, the largest such festival in the southern hemisphere, is staged in the Carlton Gardens over five days in autumn. It’s one of the city’s major festivals, attracting more than 100,000 visitors. Displays are set up in the southern section of the gardens, and the Royal Exhibition Building becomes temporarily home to millions of blooms. The festival offers workshops, demonstrations, competitions and talks aplenty, including many for families. The festival promotes accessibility in many ways. Carers or companions get free entry, and all paths and toilets are accessible. There are dedicated car parks for visitors with disabilities, and staff can assist visitors from their vehicles or Yarra Trams stop 11 to the main entrance.

A Passeggiata in Little Italy

Eating and drinking in Lygon St

In 1853, the University of Melbourne was established on Carlton’s western border, making the inner north the main stamping ground of the city’s intelligentsia. This is still the case today.

For nearly a century, Carlton was a predominantly Anglo-Saxon suburb, but after WWII, the demographic changed dramatically. By 1960, 25% of Carlton’s population was Italian born. This Italian influence lingers today, particularly on the suburb’s major shopping and entertainment strip, Lygon St. Prominent long-established Italian-owned businesses include King and Godfree, once a corner grocer and now a temple to eating and drinking; the famous Brunetti cafe and pasticceria; and the perennially popular Tiamo trattoria.

More recent additions include the Pidapipó gelateria, D.O.C. Espresso and Di Stasio Carlton, a gourmet pizzeria with a gorgeous hidden courtyard.


BEST INNER NORTH BOOKSHOPS

Brunswick Bound

In Sydney Rd, this bookshop is known for its range of fiction. Its website lists the huge number of published writers living in Brunswick, reinforcing the suburb’s literary credentials.

Brunswick Street Bookstore

Small but welcoming Fitzroy shop with knowledgeable staff.

Little Bookroom

Splendid children’s bookshop in North Fitzroy Village attracting customers from across the city.

Perimeter Books

Indie outfit in Thornbury publishing and selling books, editions and zines spanning photography, art, theory, design and architecture.

Readings

This Melbourne institution has eight shops around the city, with its Lygon St branch being the original and best.



Drinking in the Inner North: Best Wine Bars

Bar Bellamy: Seasonal food and cocktails are the hallmarks of this neighbourhood wine bar in Carlton. 5pm-1am Wed-Sat, from 1pm Sun

Bar Liberty: Fitzroy favourite, serving innovative food and offering a curated list of global wines. 5pm-late Mon-Sat, noon-5pm Sun

Carlton Wine Room: Serves top-notch Mod Oz food with a selection of global wines. noon-11pm Fri-Sun, from 4pm Tue-Thu

Geralds Bar: A North Carlton institution with bar, dining room and outdoor seating – the perfect neighbourhood bar and bistro. 5-11pm

Henry Sugar: A North Carlton drawcard serving natural wines and Mediterranean food. from 5pm Thu-Sat & Mon, from 12.30pm Sun

Marion: One of the original and best wine bars/bistros in the Fitzroy area. Book ahead as seats are extremely hard to snaffle. noon-late

Napier Quarter: Backstreet hangout in Fitzroy functioning as a cafe by day and wine bar at night. 8am-late Mon-Sat, noon-8pm Sun

Public Wine Shop: North Fitzroy hangout serving a great range of global natural wines. 4-11pm Mon-Thu, from noon Fri, noon-8pm Sun

Showcasing Melbourne’s Multiculturalism

Travel your tastebuds in Brunswick

Traditionally, Brunswick has been one of Melbourne’s most ethnically diverse suburbs, with waves of Italian and Greek immigrants settling here after WWII and communities from the Middle East calling the suburb home more recently. This diversity is immediately apparent when exploring the neighbourhood’s vibrant major thoroughfare, Sydney Rd.

You’ll find Greek and Italian cake shops as well as Middle Eastern bakeries, groceries and sweet shops. Closer to the city, there are hipster boutiques, bars and cafes as well as several popular live music venues, including the bohemian Brunswick Ballroom. East of Sydney Rd, Lygon St is quiet during the day, but at night, it’s rapidly transforming into one of the inner north’s most exciting eating and drinking strips.

Melbourne’s First Suburb

Discover Fitzroy’s heritage and attractions

Fitzroy was the eastern slice of Melbourne’s first residential suburb, which was subdivided in 1839. In the 19th century, the wide streets between Victoria Pde and Gertrude St were home to wealthy professionals and business people while the narrow streets downhill from Gertrude St were filled with working-class boardinghouses. In the second half of the 20th century, the demographic changed, and shared houses of students, artists and musicians proliferated.

These days, there’s little that remains working class or bohemian here. It’s a privileged pocket where high rents and housing costs have driven many former and aspiring residents elsewhere. These exiles still visit, though, lured by the Brunswick St bar scene, lawn bowls and beers at the Fitzroy Bowling Club in St George’s Rd, the Fitzroy Mills and Rose Street weekend artists markets, and the beloved Fitzroy Swimming Pool, which attracts swimmers year-round.


WHY I LOVE THE INNER NORTH
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Virginia Maxwell, Lonely Planet writer

Though I grew up in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs, I have been residing in the inner north since my university days and can’t imagine living anywhere else. Melburnians generally describe themselves as residents of one of four city compass points: the northern, southern, eastern and western suburbs.

In the inner north suburbs, there’s a lack of pretension, an arty vibe, a decided leaning to the political left and a focus on my favourite types of entertainment: eating, drinking, bookshop-browsing and gallery-going. There’s also a plethora of parkland, heritage streetscapes and some great public swimming pools.



Eating in the Inner North: Best Cafes & Bakeries

All Are Welcome: Beloved bakery with branches in Northcote and Thornbury. Great coffee too. 8am-2pm $

CIBI: This favourite is a cafe, Japanese restaurant, homewares shop and plant nursery. 7am-6pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Falco: Baker Christine Tan trained at San Francisco’s Tartine, so it’s no surprise that the treats are excellent. 8am-3pm $

Fenton: Farm cafe in Carlton serving what may well be the best coffee and food in the ʼhood. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Florian: Join the queue for filled baguettes and sandwiches at this gem; you won’t regret the wait. 7.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Heartattack & Vine: Co-owned by local novelist Emily Bitto, this cafe and bar is popular with Carlton’s literati. 8am-late $

Seven Seeds: One of Melbourne’s first artisanal coffee roasters and still one of the best. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Umberto Espresso Bar: Umberto serves great coffee and traditional Italian food. from 4.30pm Tue, 11.30am-9.30pm Wed-Sun $$
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SIGHTS

1 Ceres

2 Daine Singer

3 Neon Parc

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Fitzroy Bowling Club

EATING

5 1800 Lasagne

6 A1 Lebanese Bakery

7 All Are Welcome

8 Etta

9 Florian

10 Ima Asa Yoru

11 Very Good Falafel

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Alderman

13 Bahama Gold

14 Brunswick Green

15 Capers

16 Geralds Bar

17 Henry Sugar

18 Public Wine Shop

ENTERTAINMENT

19 Brunswick Ballroom

SHOPPING

20 Brunswick Bound

21 Little Bookroom

22 North Carlton Farmers Market

23 Perimeter Books



Eating in the Inner North: Casual Choices

1800 Lasagne: All hail the lasagne here – both the meat and aubergine versions. 5-11pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat, 4-11pm Sun $$

A1 Lebanese Bakery: Frantically busy bakery with ample seating serving cheap-as-chips savoury pastries, pizzas and wraps. 7am-5pm $

D.O.C. Pizza & Mozzarella Bar: Popular but noisy Carlton pizzeria pumping out thin crust pizzas. 5pm-late Mon-Thu, noon-late Fri-Sun $$

Frankie’s Tortas & Tacos: These Mexican treats aren’t dirt cheap, but they’re a bargain considering the quality. 11am-9pm Tue-Sun $

Ima Asa Yoru: Japanese joint serving simple lunches and sophisticated dinners. 11am-3pm Tue-Sat, 5.30pm-late Wed-Sat, from 8am Sun $$

Leonardo’s Pizza Palace: American-style pies, including a kick-ass pepperoni. 5-10pm Mon-Thu, noon-midnight Sat & Sun $$

N Lee Bakery: This place beats nearby Sunny’s for the title of best bánh mì in Collingwood. 6am-5.30pm Mon-Fri, to 5pm Sat & Sun $

Very Good Falafel: The all-vegetarian Israeli-style falafel and salads live up to the joint’s name and then some. 11am-5pm Mon-Sat $

A Sign of Changing Times

Explore Collingwood’s main strip

Collingwood has come a long way since its establishment in 1838, trading its 19th-century reputation as a home to noxious industries and notorious criminals for its present-day status as one of Melbourne’s most fashionable inner-city suburbs. Smith St has always been its centre of gravity. In the early 20th century, its department stores drew customers from across the city, and these days, it’s a vibrant eating, drinking and shopping strip.

Many of the grand old department store buildings still exist, although most have been repurposed as apartments, and this architectural bounty makes a stroll down Smith St and the streets immediately east a delight.

As you wander, enjoy a treat from Gelato Messina or Piccolina Gelateria. Don’t miss the Collingwood Yards on Johnston St, a cultural precinct that’s home to the West Space and Arts Project Australia art galleries, a bookshop, a record shop and two great bars: rooftop Runner Up and Hope St Radio.
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BEST INNER NORTH GALLERIES

Centre for Contemporary Photography

Not-for-profit gallery and resource centre in Fitzroy showcasing Australian photography and video.

Daine Singer

Brunswick gallery representing and exhibiting artists from Australia and New Zealand.

Neon Parc

This Brunswick gallery and its South Yarra sibling show the work of many of Melbourne’s most exciting new artists, as well as some longstanding big names.

Sutton Gallery

Long-established Fitzroy gallery showing work from Australian and New Zealand creators.

West Space

In Collingwood Yards, this artist-run gallery aims to build communities around art and ideas.



Drinking in the Inner North: Best Bars & Breweries

Alderman: An old-fashioned front bar, a rear courtyard and an upstairs deck. 5-11pm Tue-Thu, to 1am Fri, 3pm-1am Sat

Bahama Gold: Local beers on tap, serious wines by the glass and a party atmosphere make this a popular bar. noon-midnight

Black Pearl: Cocktail bar that has been shaking and stirring on Brunswick St for more than two decades. 5pm-3am Wed-Mon

Brunswick Green: Down-to-earth boozer with a backyard beer garden and live music. 4-11pm Tue-Thu, to 1am Fri, 2pm-1am Sat, to 10pm Sun

Capers: Laid-back bar serving traditional Greek food, beer and cocktails. 5-11pm Wed & Thu, to 1am Fri, 1pm-1am Sat, 3-11pm Sun

Everleigh: A regular entry on Melbourne’s ‘best bars’ lists, this sophisticated upstairs cocktail bar serves a mean martini. 5pm-1am

Naked for Satan: Bar with one of Melbourne’s most spectacular rooftop views. noon-midnight Mon-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat, to 5pm Sun

Stomping Ground Brewery & Beer Hall: A 30-tap bar in a former textile factory. 11.30am-11pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat






Help me Pick:

Pubs of the Inner North


Melbourne has a thriving pub culture, but one part of the city stands heads above the others when it comes to the quality and sheer quantity of its traditional drinking establishments, and that’s the inner north. Corner pubs are the neighbourhood entertainment epicentres, and though their attractions differ – some offer great food, others cosy front bars, leafy beer gardens or grungy bandrooms – what they all have in common is a friendly vibe and a lack of pretension.



Where to drink if you love…

Great Pub Grub

1 Builders Arms The chefs at this upmarket Fitzroy drinking destination (pictured) make the most of a rotisserie grill, but every dish is delicious.

2 Cornish Arms In Brunswick’s Sydney Rd, with a rooftop terrace and plenty of vegan choices on the menu.

3 Marquis of Lorne Ask any Northsider to nominate their favourite pub, and this Fitzroy stalwart will probably come up trumps. Great global cuisine and winelist.
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4 Naughtons Opposite Melbourne University in Parkville, this historic pub serves dishes that are more sophisticated than the average.

5 Lincoln Carlton’s favourite gastropub has been operating since 1854. Its lunchtime Sunday roast is one of Melbourne’s best.

Beer Gardens

6 Rainbow Hotel Historic Fitzroy backstreet boozer with excellent food and a much-loved beer garden.

7 Great Northern Hotel Neighbourhood favourite in genteel North Carlton with a rowdy sports bar in the beer garden.

8 Standard Hotel Pulling pints in Fitzroy since 1865 and known for its all-weather beer garden.

9 Wesley Anne Northcote institution with an atmospheric bar, leafy beer garden, live music and an arty vibe.

Neighbourhood Boozers

a Goldy’s! Collingwood tavern with great parmas, a pool table, Monday night trivia and a fanatically loyal local clientele.

b Lord Newry Historic pub opposite the Edinburgh Gardens in North Fitzroy with an old-school vibe, fireplaces and a pool table.

c Sporting Club Hotel Brunswick favourite with great food (including a Sunday roast) and a spacious rear courtyard.

d Town Hall Hotel North Melbourne pub beloved for its live music, beer garden and unpretentious vibe.

e Union Club Hotel Die-hard local with a retro feel, fireplace, pool table and beer garden.

Live Music

f Gasometer The bandroom at the ‘Gaso’ is one of the best in the city, holding 350 fans with a mezzanine level and a retractable roof for open-air gigs.

g John Curtin Hotel Heritage listed for its long association with Victoria’s union movement, the Curtin serves up fried chicken, burgers and live performances.

h Retreat Hotel A grungy cameo of old-school Brunswick with nightly gigs and open mic nights.

i The Tote One of the city’s iconic live music venues, with a divey vibe and ultra-loyal clientele.
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HOW TO

When to go In summer, beer gardens are big draws. Many local pubs have operating fireplaces in winter.

Book ahead It’s always wise to book a table in advance if you’re going for a meal.

Leave the car behind Trams connect most suburbs, and walking distances are short. Parking is often restricted to locals with permits.

Budget Most pubs have special nights when food and drink are particularly cheap. Check their websites for details.




Pub Etiquette

Keep a few important rules in mind when drinking in Melbourne pubs. The first is that all groups of two or more should minimise the crowd at the bar by ordering drinks in rounds (aka ‘shouts’). Wait your turn to be served. The most important rule, though, is that if you are shouted a drink in a round, it is imperative that you reciprocate. Not to do so is incredibly bad form, and you will immediately become a pub pariah.

If you book a table for dinner, arrive on time. Tables are hot property and will be claimed by or given to others if you don’t. Beer is served in pints (large) or pots (smaller). Do not – repeat do not – try to order a middy or pony. These are interstate descriptions that don’t cut the mustard here. Tipping isn’t necessary at the bar or if you order and collect your meal from the counter.

If you want to play a game of pool, leave a coin on the counter – this signals to those playing that you would like to claim a turn when they finish their game. Finally, never tip an empty glass upside down and leave it on the bar or table, as this signals that you are looking for a fight – if you do so, you may well find yourself in one.






St Kilda & the Southern Suburbs

FUN-LOVING AND FASHIONABLE


After crossing Princes Bridge from the city centre, the suburbs referred to as ‘South of the River’ offer inducements aplenty. Chief among these are the NGV International and Royal Botanic Gardens, two of the state’s major attractions, but continue south and you’ll reach the bay suburbs and their beaches, particularly compelling destinations in summer but worth investigating year-round.

Each of these suburbs has a particular flavour. Port Melbourne has managed to retain its working-class heart despite land prices skyrocketing. South Melbourne, Albert Park and Middle Park are privileged residential pockets with historic streetscapes, and St Kilda and Elwood are densely populated suburbs with richly bohemian histories and interesting architectural pedigrees. Away from the water, St Kilda East, Balaclava and Elsternwick are home to a large proportion of Melbourne’s Jewish population, and the gilded suburbs of South Yarra and Prahran are eating, drinking, shopping and clubbing hot spots.


GETTING AROUND

Southbank and the Domain parklands are only a short walk from the city centre. St Kilda can be reached on tram 16 or tram 96. Trains stop at South Yarra, Prahran and Elsternwick (Sandringham line) and South Yarra, Armadale and Caulfield (Frankston line). Dedicated cycle lanes along St Kilda Rd run from the Domain to St Kilda, and the 26km Bay Trail between Port Melbourne and Brighton is one of the most popular cycling routes in the city.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Royal Botanic Gardens

2 Shrine of Remembrance

3 St Kilda Foreshore

SIGHTS

4 1301SW

5 Albert Park Lake

6 Alexandra Gardens

7 Arts Centre Melbourne

8 Australian Centre for Contemporary Art

9 Buxton Contemporary

10 Elwood Beach

11 Fawkner Park

12 Government House

13 Kerford Rd Beach

14 M Pavilion

15 NGV International

16 Rippon Lea Estate

17 St Kilda Botanical Gardens

18 The Domain

19 Victorian Pride Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

20 Prahran Aquatic Centre

21 Tan Track

SLEEPING

22 Como Melbourne

23 Coppersmith Hotel

24 Cullen

25 Nomads St Kilda

26 Olsen

27 Ovolo South Yarra

28 Prince Hotel

29 Royce

EATING

30 All Things Equal

31 Austro Bakery

32 Bar Carolina

33 Cicciolina

34 France Soir

35 G. McBean Family Butcher

36 Glick’s

37 I Carusi II

38 Juniper

39 Monarch Cakes

40 Pipis Kiosk

41 Q Le Baker

42 Simply Spanish

43 South Melbourne Market

44 Stokehouse

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

45 Bar Di Stasio

46 Don’s

47 Esplanade Hotel

48 Market Lane Coffee

49 Poof Doof

see 28 Prince Public Bar

50 Revolver Upstairs

see 44 Stokebar

51 Village Wine Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

52 Luna Park

see 8 Malthouse Theatre

53 Melbourne Recital Centre

54 Moonlight Cinema

see 53 Southbank Theatre

SHOPPING

see 19 Hares & Hyenas




[image: ] TOP TIP

The water quality at Port Phillip Bay’s beaches can be compromised for up to 48 hours after rain. If you’re planning to swim, it’s wise to check the regularly updated Beach Report page on the Environment Protection Authority (EPA) website (epa.vic.gov.au).



Victoria’s Flagship Arts Institution

Admire historic and contemporary masterpieces

The National Gallery of Victoria, commonly known as the NGV, is a marvellous example of a cultural institution that reflects the contemporary moment. Founded in 1861, the gallery had an original collection that mirrored colonial values, and the curatorial approach remained conservative until the 1960s, when the gallery commissioned local architect Roy Grounds to design a world-class modernist building for its home.

Since this time, the NGV has opened a second gallery in Federation Sq, where its Australian collection is housed, and focuses on international art at the St Kilda Rd building, which is known as NGV International. This collection has plenty of important works, including paintings by Rembrandt, Titian, Turner, Manet, Picasso, Rothko and the Italian Renaissance painter Lavinia Fontana, who is regarded as the first professional woman painter in Western art history. The collections of Asian art and decorative arts and furniture are also notable.

Access to the galleries where the permanent collection is showcased is free, but the blockbuster travelling exhibitions that draw big crowds require paid tickets. The calendar of arty events is extensive. The cutting-edge Triennial and the Friday night parties during the run of the annual Winter Masterpieces travelling exhibition are particularly popular, but at other times there are performances, talks, guided tours and dining experiences featuring celebrity chefs in the Garden Restaurant.

The Green Heart of Melbourne

Significant historic and botanic sites

The 123-hectare conglomeration of parks, gardens and monuments known as The Domain is one of the many large tracts of green space that blesses central Melbourne. It is made particularly notable by the presence of the ornate 19th-century Government House, the Shrine of Remembrance, the Royal Botanic Gardens and the architecturally exciting annual pop-up known as the M Pavilion, a space dedicated to cultural debate. Of these, the gardens and the shrine are the standout attractions.

Construction of the shrine, built between 1928 and 1934 as a place to grieve and remember the 19,000 Victorians killed in WWI, was paid for through a public fundraising drive, an extraordinary achievement considering that Australia and the world were in the throes of the Great Depression. The forecourt has a cenotaph and eternal flame, and the sanctuary is home to a symbolic gravestone called the Stone of Remembrance. Underneath the sanctuary are the subterranean Galleries of Remembrance, where permanent and temporary exhibits present the stories of Australians at war through artefacts, artworks and audiovisual displays.

Considered one of the finest examples of Victorian-era landscaping in the world, the nearby gardens are home to native and introduced flora, including rare species. Highlights include the fern gully, the arid garden, the Australian forest walk and the lawns, which slope down to a huge ornamental lake. A kiosk and cafe stand next to the lake, but most visitors prefer to bring their own picnics.

In summer, the gardens host the popular Moonlight Cinema on the central lawn.
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SOUTHBANK ARTS PRECINCT REDEVELOPMENT

Set to open in 2028, NGV Contemporary will be Australia’s largest gallery dedicated to contemporary art and design and will be housed in a purpose-designed building by local architect Angelo Candalepas. It’s the lynchpin of the Victorian state government’s $1.7 billion transformation of the Southbank arts precinct.

When opened, NGV Contemporary will be the third contemporary art gallery in Southbank, joining the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art (ACCA) and Buxton Contemporary.The precinct redevelopment also includes an upgrade of theatres at the Arts Centre Melbourne and the creation of an 18,000-sq-metre urban garden. Construction is scheduled to start in 2024, with the precinct upgrade completed by 2028.



Eating in the Southern Suburbs: Southside Institutions

Cicciolina: An ageing but still sexy St Kilda grande dame, Cicciolina offers Italian-accented dishes. noon-late $$$

France Soir: Resolutely French, this upmarket brasserie in South Yarra has been luring diners since 1986. noon-midnight $$$

Pipis Kiosk: This sophisticated seafood shack has a dining space with bay views. 7am-10.30pm Tue-Sun summer, reduced hours other times $

Stokehouse: The floor-to-ceiling bay view is just one of the draws at this St Kilda fine diner; the food’s equally spectacular. noon-midnight $$$

Lifestyles of the Privileged Class

Visit a significant 19th-century estate

When elegant Como House was built in 1847, this part of South Yarra was still home to untamed bush. The estate’s extensive grounds, the traditional land of the Ngaruk Willam clan of the Boonwurrung (aka Bunurong), stretched down to the Yarra River, and its original owner grazed cattle there. A decade later, a new owner employed a gardener to transform the bushland into an orchard, farm and pleasure gardens.

Acquired by the National Trust in 1959, the house and its now-reduced grounds offer an intriguing glimpse into the lifestyles of wealthy Melburnians in the 19th century. Volunteer-led 45-minute guided tours take in the main reception rooms, bedrooms and kitchen, but many visitors choose to forego the tour to take advantage of the free entry to the gardens, browse the secondhand bookshop and enjoy coffee or lunch in the converted stables.

See & Be Seen

Swim and strut at the Prahran Pool

Melbourne’s outdoor public swimming pools are among its best-loved institutions. Whether it be swimming classes or play for children, lap-swimming for adults or (as is most definitely the case at the Prahran Aquatic Centre) sunbathing, strutting and flirting, the city’s swimming pools are mirrors of their communities.

The scene at the 50m heated Prahran Pool, as it’s commonly called, is young, diverse and glamorous. Head here to soak up the rays on the poolside lawn alongside buffed southside bods.


BEST SOUTHSIDE PARKS & GARDENS

The Domain

The Royal Botanic Gardens, the riverside Alexandra Gardens and 3.8km Tan Track, Melbourne’s most popular running route, are here.

Albert Park Lake

This huge tract of parkland has a central lake popular with rowers and boaters.

Fawkner Park

A 19th-century park in South Yarra with children’s playgrounds and formal pathways, avenues and lawns.

St Kilda Botanical Gardens

Dating from 1859, this much-loved green space has tree-lined walkways, a rose garden and children’s play areas.

Rippon Lea Estate

The heritage garden at this National Trust property features a lake, lawns, a rose garden and a fernery.



Drinking in the Southern Suburbs: Best Bars & Clubs

Don’s: Diminutive joint serving simple but tasty bar food and pouring natural wines. 5-9pm Tue-Thu, 1-11pm Fri & Sat, 3-7pm Sun

Prince Public Bar: Queer-friendly bar and live music venue on louche Fitzroy St. 7am-late Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

Poof Doof: The city’s most popular queer club night, operating out of Chasers Nightclub in Chapel St in Prahran on Saturdays. 9pm-dawn Sat

Revolver Upstairs: Commonly known as ‘Revs’, Melbourne’s best-known and possibly most grungy nightclub. from 5pm Tue-Sat, 24hr Sun

Soak Up the St Kilda Scene

Melbourne’s most popular beach

It’s crowded, there may be no surf to speak of and the water quality can be dubious, but St Kilda is Melbourne’s most popular bayside beach. On weekends, the atmosphere is redolent of Los Angeles’ Venice Beach. Most people on the boardwalk clutch a takeaway coffee, and scantily clad young things preen on the sand while a constant progression of rollerbladers, joggers and cyclists passes by.

Behind the beach, straggly palm trees sway, and passengers on the scenic railway roller coaster at Luna Park scream their lungs out. There are plenty of food and drink options nearby, including the cake and ice-cream shops on Acland St, but the best choices are on the beach itself. The Stokehouse venues – including the upstairs restaurant of the same name, the downstairs pasta bar and the Stokebar, a beachfront bar that’s a perfect spot for a sunset drink – are our favourites.
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The Gigs Go On

Party at the Esplanade Hotel

Ask any Melburnian to nominate the best pub in St Kilda, and the answer is likely to be ‘The Espy, of course!’. Dating from 1878, the Esplanade Hotel lost its sheen in the 1960s when it morphed into a scruffy but greatly loved live music venue. Threatened with unsympathetic overdevelopment in 1997, it was saved after a high-profile campaign by the community.

Renovated by new owners in 2018, the hotel still hosts live gigs in its famous Gershwin Room and Basement and has retained its front bar. New features include a Cantonese restaurant. On weekends and balmy summer nights, the joint literally heaves. It’s fabulous fun.

A Huge Source of Pride

Connect with the LGBTQIA+ community

Opened in 2021, the Victorian Pride Centre is the second-largest LGBTQIA+ community centre in the world (after San Francisco). The building’s architects, Brearley Architects & Urbanists and Grant Amon Architects, did a lot with the relatively modest $25 million construction budget (partly crowdfunded), delivering an eye-catching, accessible building with flexible spaces to house nearly 20 LGBTQIA-focused organisations, along with businesses that support the community.

The social-enterprise cafe on the ground floor provides hands-on skills development and mentoring to young people (open 10am to 2pm weekdays). Visitors can also check out the Hares & Hyenas bookshop, a coworking space that accommodates 20, a radio station and a well-used small theatre. If you’re looking to connect with members of the city’s LGBTQIA+ community, you can book a free guided tour of the centre or visit the cafe and art space.


BEST SOUTHSIDE BEACHES

Most of these beaches are patrolled on summer weekends; St Kilda is patrolled daily. Brighton is not patrolled.

Brighton Beach

Known for its colourfully painted bathing boxes, foreshore picnic reserves and city-skyline views.

Elwood Beach

Barbecue, picnic and play facilities close to the water; lots of sailing action to watch.

Half Moon Bay

Pretty beach in Black Rock with a pier that is popular for fishing.

Kerford Road Beach

Close to the city centre and the Victoria Ave cafe strip.

St Kilda Beach

A wide beach near cafes and bars. Highly rated by Accessible Beaches Australia.



Eating in the Southern Suburbs: Best Cafes

All Things Equal: This cafe provides purposeful paid employment and training for people with disabilities. 8.30am-4pm $

Austro Bakery: Damn fine coffee, cakes, pastries and bread in the South Melbourne Market precinct. 8am-3pm $

Baker Blu: One of the city’s best bakeries, serving Market Lane coffee. 7.30am-4pm Mon-Fri, to 3pm Sat, 8am-3pm Sun $

Juniper: Near the South Melbourne Market, this place sells the best sandwiches south of the river. The coffee is good too. 8am-3pm $

Celebrating Gender & Sexual Diversity

Join the fun at Midsumma

Drawing together LGBTQIA+ artists, performers, communities and audiences, the annual Midsumma Festival runs over three weeks at the start of each year. Hundreds of events showcase visual arts, live music, theatre, spoken word, cabaret and film, and the programme also includes parties, sporting events and public forums.

The Midsumma Carnival in the Alexandra Gardens officially kicks off the festival, but the headline event is the exuberant Pride March along Fitzroy St in St Kilda. The festival organisation also stages Victoria’s Pride, a state-wide festival culminating in an all-day street party in Fitzroy.


BEST MUSIC & THEATRE VENUES

Arts Centre Melbourne

The city’s pre-eminent performance venue, with five stages. Local home to Bangara Dance Theatre, Bell Shakespeare, Opera Australia and the Australian Ballet.

Malthouse Theatre

This repurposed 1892 beer-making malthouse in Southbank has two theatre spaces used by its resident company.

Melbourne Recital Centre

Classical and jazz music venue that’s home to the Melbourne Chamber Orchestra and hosts performances by the Australian Chamber Orchestra and Melbourne Symphony Orchestra.

Princess Theatre

One of the most recognisable landmarks in the city centre, this historic theatre hosts musicals.

Southbank Theatre

Principal home of the Melbourne Theatre Company, with two stages.



Eating & Drinking in the Southern Suburbs: Italian Spots

Bar Carolina: Always in-vogue South Yarra cucina. Dress to impress. 5pm-late Tue, noon-3pm & 5pm-late Wed-Sat, 1-8pm Sun $$$

Bar Di Stasio: Fitzroy St bar with loads of pizzazz; the next-door Italian restaurant is great too. 11.30am-late

I Carusi II: A popular family choice, this pizzeria serves thick Neopolitan-style pies with gourmet toppings. 5.30-10pm Wed-Mon $$

Village Wine Bar: This casual but classy joint in Albert Park village is known for its stellar wine list. noon-11pm


Documenting a Genocide

Visit Melbourne’s sobering Holocaust Museum

Dedicated to the memory of the six million Jews murdered by the Nazis and their collaborators between 1933 and 1945, the Melbourne Holocaust Museum, opened in 2023 to replace a former Holocaust museum on the site, occupies a marvellous building by Kirsten Thompson Architects (KTA) that incorporates part of its predecessor.

Housing more than 1500 survivor testimonies and 20,000 artefacts, the museum offers a sobering but enriching experience. The main permanent exhibition, titled ‘Everybody Had a Name’, recounts the events of the Holocaust in historical panels and through personal stories illustrated by photographs and artefacts. Other exhibits include ‘Hidden: Seven Children Saved’, a highly relatable presentation geared towards older children that tells the amazing stories of seven Jewish children who attributed their survival to the kindness of others. The immersive ‘Walk With Me’ experience in the VR Studio follows survivor John Chaskiel as he returns to Poland and Auschwitz.

Many Holocaust museums around the world are set in sombre, dimly lit bunkers, but KTA’s design for this building is quite the opposite. Windows, glass bricks and apertures allow copious sunlight, underpinning the architect’s belief that light is linked to illumination, and illumination to knowledge. The result has been rightfully lauded and was the recipient of the Australian Institute of Architecture’s 2023 Award for Public Architecture.
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JEWISH IMMIGRATION

In the lead-up to WWII, during the war and in postwar years, about 18,000 Jewish immigrants came to Melbourne, more than doubling the size of the local Jewish community. Predominantly from Germany and Eastern Europe, many of these arrivals settled in the southside suburbs of St Kilda, Elwood, Balaclava, Caulfield and Elsternwick. Soon, members of the longer-settled local Jewish community who had resided north of the river (predominantly in Carlton) followed them to this part of Melbourne. Synagogues, Jewish schools, cultural centres, kosher delis, bakeries and cake shops opened, many of which remain to this day. Monarch Cakes in St Kilda and Glick’s in Balaclava are two good examples.



Eating in the Southern Suburbs: Market Treats

G. McBean Family Butcher: Join the Prahran hoards queuing for a porchetta roll with pickled fennel and salsa verde. 7am-5pm Tue & Thu-Sun $

Q Le Baker: Grab a pastry here, a takeaway coffee at Market Lane and a seat in Prahran Market’s courtyard. 8am-3pm Tue & Thu-Sun, from 9am Sun $

Simply Spanish: Authentic and delicious paella on the eastern edge of South Melbourne Market. from 10am Wed-Sun $

South Melbourne Market Oyster Bars: Two stalls here serve freshly shucked oysters. 8am-4pm Wed, Sat & Sun, to 5pm Fri $




Abbotsford & the Eastern Suburbs

RIVERSCAPES AND ART


The affluent suburbs immediately east of the city centre may have only one headline visitor attraction – the Heide Museum of Modern Art – but other less immediately obvious experiences are on offer for those who choose to explore here.

Chief among these is the Yarra River, which flows from the Yarra Ranges and through Banksia, Yarra Flats, Yarra Bend and Studley Parks in this part of the city. It’s easy to walk or cycle through urban bushland alongside these sections of the river flats lined with red gum trees, and visiting attractions including the Studley Park and Fairfield Boathouses, Abbotsford Covent and Collingwood Children’s Farm along the way.

As you do, you’ll be walking on the land where the local Woi Wurrung people first encountered European colonisers and where one of the first Aboriginal protectorates was set up in the 1840s, signalling the end of their traditional way of life.


GETTING AROUND

Hurstbridge line trains stop at Collingwood and Victoria Park stations, from where it’s a short walk to Abbotsford and Studley Park. Camberwell station is on the Lilydale, Belgrave and Alamein lines. The Heide Museum of Modern Art is more difficult to access by public transport. Take the Hurstbridge line to Heidelberg and connect with the 903. Alight on the corner of Bridge St and Manningham Rd.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Abbotsford Convent

SIGHTS

2 Collingwood Children’s Farm

3 Heide Museum of Modern Art

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Fairfield Boathouse

5 Studley Park Boathouse

EATING

see 1 Cam’s

6 Carringbush Hotel

see 2 Farm Cafe

see 1 Julie

7 Puttanesca Osteria

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 Bodriggy Brewpub

9 Dr Morse Bar & Eatery

10 Moon Dog OG

11 Retreat Hotel

12 Young’s Wine Rooms

SHOPPING

13 Camberwell Sunday Market
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For an enjoyable walk alongside the Yarra River, follow the Main Yarra Trail from the Collingwood Children’s Farm through Dights Falls Reserve, cross the river near the mouth of Merri Creek and then follow the Dights Falls Loop Trail to Studley Park Boathouse, accessed via Kanes Bridge.



Urban Retreats by the River

Community farm and cultural hub

The bucolic setting of the Abbotsford Convent, occupying 6.8 hectares of green space next to the Yarra River, is one of several draws of this 19th-century building, which operated as a convent from the 1860s to 1975.

After the convent closed, its building and grounds were sold to the state government, and the land was subdivided, with the farmland becoming the Collingwood Children’s Farm and the convent building becoming a university campus. Horrified at a proposal to resell the site to a property developer, residents waged a campaign in 1997 to save it. It took seven years, but the community campaign was eventually successful, and the building has now been repurposed as an arts and cultural precinct with a gallery and more than 120 studios occupied by artists, craftspeople and natural therapists.

Visitors can learn about the building’s fascinating (and somewhat dark) history as a religious and charitable institution by joining one of the monthly social history tours or taking the self-guided audio tour available on the convent’s website (abbotsfordconvent.com.au).

At the Collingwood Children’s Farm, visitors can observe the farm animals, purchase farm-grown produce and enjoy a drink or snack at the Farm Cafe, which is accessible from both the farm and the Yarra Trail.

Mess About in a Boat

Two historic Yarra boathouses

As Ratty states in Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows, ‘there is nothing – absolutely nothing – half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats’. Those who concur should make their way to the boathouses on the Yarra River in this part of Melbourne.

The busiest of these, Studley Park Boathouse, dates from 1863 and has eating and drinking spaces overlooking the water. Rowboats, canoes and kayaks can be hired between 9am and 6pm.

At the more laid-back Fairfield Boathouse in Yarra Bend Park, which dates from 1908, rowboats can be hired between 9am and 5pm on weekdays and 8.30am and 6pm at weekends. It also has a cafe.
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A Cradle of Modernism

Admire art at the Heide Museum

It’s fitting that the former homes of art patrons John and Sunday Reed now function as the Heide Museum of Modern Art, as the couple played an important role in the development of Australian modernism between the late 1930s and early 1960s when artists including Sidney Nolan, Albert Tucker and Joy Hester lived and worked here.

One of the homes is a modest farmhouse, but the other is an architecturally significant home designed by David McGlashan and built in the late 1960s. The exhibitions staged in these and two contemporary spaces are uniformly excellent. An additional reason to visit is a sculpture park on the property, which is located on the banks of the Yarra River in suburban Bulleen. The on-site cafe is top notch, too.


EASTERN SUBURBS CYCLE PATHS

The eastern part of Melbourne is well served by dedicated cycle paths, with the Capital City Trail passing through Abbotsford, Yarra Bend Park (adjacent to Studley Park) and Quarries Park in Clifton Hill (near Fairfield Boathouse) before following the route of the former Inner-Circle Railway Line through the suburbs of Fitzroy North, Carlton North, Parkville (through Royal Park), North Melbourne and the Docklands. The Heide Museum of Modern Art is easily accessed via the Main Yarra Trail, which follows the Yarra River through Abbotsford, Yarra Bend Park, Fairfield, Bulleen, Yarra Flats and Banksia Parks. Get to Camberwell via the Anniversary Trail, which runs alongside the Yarra River and Gardiners Creek.

For more details, see melbournecycleloops.com.



Eating & drinking in the East: Our Picks

Cam’s: Cafe food by day and more sophisticated Italian-influenced dishes at night. 8am-11pm Mon-Sat, to 9pm Sun $

Carringbush Hotel: ‘Drink booze and eat plants’ is the slogan at this pub, which is known for its meat-free menu. 11.30am-late $$

Julie: Offers a refined Mediterranean menu in the dining room and a reduced menu in the outdoor area. noon-10pm Thu-Sat, to 6pm Sun $$

Puttanesca Osteria: Great pasta and pizza courtesy of acclaimed chef Guy Grossi. noon-11pm Sun-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat $$

Bodriggy Brewpub: Brewery showcasing excellent craft beer, Latin American food and good music. noon-11pm Mon-Thu, to late Fri-Sun

Retreat Hotel: Corner boozer that retains its original 1915 interior. 4-11pm Mon & Tue, from noon Wed-Sun

Dr Morse Bar & Eatery: Late-night party bar with indoor and outdoor seating, DJs and live acts. 7am-late Tue-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

Moon Dog OG: Known for its lager and pale ale, this microbrewery also has a food truck. 4-10pm Tue-Thu, to 11pm Fri, noon-11pm Sat




Williamstown & the Western Suburbs

HERITAGE AND MULTICULTURALISM


Melbourne’s west is booming, hosting vibrant inner suburbs and one of the fastest-growing residential corridors in the country. Relatively affordable land packages in suburbs being built on former farming land are attracting large numbers of recent migrants from Asia, Africa and the subcontinent, endowing this part of the city with a lively multicultural atmosphere.

This is nothing new – Footscray in the inner west has long had the reputation as one of Melbourne’s most culturally diverse communities – but the entire western suburbs can now be characterised as a precinct where culture, history and memory are emphatically multicultural.

It’s also one of the most historically rich parts of Melbourne, with the bayside suburb of Williamstown sporting many buildings dating from the early days of the colony’s European settlement. The Werribee Park estate evokes the era when the land west of the city was home to massive pastoral runs owned by the colony’s establishment.


GETTING AROUND

Williamstown and Werribee line trains from the city centre travel via North Melbourne, Footscray, Yarraville, Seddon and Newport. Melbourne River Cruises (melbcruises.com.au) operates ferry trips between Southgate and Williamstown’s Gem Pier on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays, with extra weekday services in summer and during school holidays. St Kilda Ferries (stkildaferry.com.au) services sail to/from Williamstown two to three times daily. The best cycling is on the 8km Foreshore Trail from Williamstown to Altona Beach.
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SIGHTS

1 Williamstown Beach

2 Williamstown Botanic Gardens

EATING

3 Crowded House

4 Sebastian

5 Williamstown Beach Kiosk

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Hobson’s Bay Hotel

INFORMATION

7 Hobsons Bay Visitor Information Centre
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The main access to Werribee Park is via the Princes Freeway (M1), which is also the direct route to Victoria’s Surf Coast.



Melbourne’s Second Settlement

Heritage walks and a city beach

When crown surveyors laid out a blueprint for the Port Phillip settlement in 1837, they specified that two towns should be developed: Melbourne and Williamstown. The major asset of Williamstown, named after the reigning British monarch, was its deep harbour. Soon after its establishment, a pier and lighthouse were built. Gem Pier was completed in 1847 and the naval dockyard in 1874.

The town, now a suburb affectionately called ‘Willy’ by its residents, has retained many of its early colonial-era buildings. Today, visitors can board a ferry in central Melbourne or St Kilda, sail across Hobsons Bay and spend a day admiring the city skyline views, handsome streets and heritage buildings. Hobsons Bay City Council offers free guided heritage walking tours every Tuesday and Friday at 11.45am in autumn and spring, departing from the helpful Visitor Information Centre in Nelson Pl. At other times, the information centre has walking tour maps.

Swimming at one of Melbourne’s best beaches is an added incentive to spend a day here. Sandy Williamstown Beach is just south of the railway station and a short walk from Gem Pier. Make your way via the historic Botanic Gardens, which were planted in 1860. The beach is patrolled during summer but is largely wave-free. The kiosk near the patrolled area is a great place to enjoy a coffee or snack. More sophisticated dining is on offer at Sebastian, a Spanish restaurant set in the 1930s modernist bathers’ pavilion.
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A Labour of Faith

Visit an architecturally significant contemporary mosque

Opened in 2019, the Australian Islamic Centre in Newport has been dubbed Australia’s first transparent masjid (mosque) because of its plethora of glass and its open facade.

Designed by Glenn Murcutt, Australia’s only recipient of the prestigious Pritzker Architecture Prize, in association with Turkish-born Hakan Elevli of local firm Elevli Plus Architects, the mosque is set behind a public reserve with play equipment, water features and a meditation area. The mosque’s design features rammed earth, exposed concrete, bluestone pavers, ornamental pools and copious glazing (including panes of triangular coloured glass on the ceiling that throw colour onto the floor of the prayer hall).

Unusually, there is no minaret. Murcutt and Elevli deemed this redundant as the daily adhan (call to prayer) is not recited in Australian mosques. The complex also houses a library, classrooms and exercise space.

Eating in the West: Our Picks

Bar Thyme: A small but delicious menu is on offer at this casual Footscray bistro, alongside natural wines. from 5pm Wed-Sat, from noon Sun $$

T Cavallaro & Sons Pasticceria: Italian bakery in Footscray that has served freshly filled cannoli since 1956. from 8.30am $

Harley & Rose: In West Footscray, this kid-friendly place serves excellent wood-fired pizzas and pasta dishes. 5pm-late Tue-Sat $$

Navi: Navi’s seasonal degustation menu is among the best in the city, and the adjoining bar is alluring too. 6-11pm Wed-Sat, 2-5pm Sun $$$
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SIGHTS

1 Little Saigon Welcome Arch

EATING

2 Bar Thyme

3 Common Galaxia

4 Dumbo

5 Harley & Rose

6 Huong Viet

7 Luxsmith

see 5 Migrant Coffee

8 Navi

see 2 Ras Dashen

9 Sapa Hills

see 9 T Cavallaro & Sons Pasticceria

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 2 Cheeky Pint

10 Hop Nation

11 Hotel Westwood

12 Mona Castle

13 Railway Hotel

SHOPPING

14 Footscray Market



Westside Tipple Trail

Great pubs and taprooms

The western suburbs might not be the first port of call for lovers of fine dining, but they have a stellar reputation as the home to some of Melbourne’s most welcoming pubs and taprooms.

Popular local craft breweries include Hop Nation, which has a taproom in Footscray; and Cheeky Pint, which has a pub and sports bar in West Footscray.

Local pubs worth checking out include Footscray’s Hotel Westwood, which is open Friday to Sunday and is known for its live music. To enjoy a good meal with your pint, head to Yarraville’s Railway Hotel, Hobson’s Bay Hotel in Williamstown and the Mona Castle in Seddon.

A Squatter’s Pride

Visit a historic pastoral property

Located approximately 40km west of the city centre, the Werribee Park Estate was once designated a rural property, but these days suburbia is rapidly encroaching, with housing estates on this section of the city fringe proliferating.

The surroundings were very different in the 1840s when Scottish pastoralists Thomas and Andrew Chirnside acquired the land on which they would eventually build a grandiose 60-room Italianate mansion. The Boonwurrung (aka Bunurong) and Wadawurrung peoples were the custodians of the land, on which they hunted and fished, and few colonial settlers were in the area.

The Werribee Park Mansion, which was constructed in the 1870s, is a vivid reminder of the opulent lifestyles that the colonial squattocracy enjoyed. The entrance hall has a grand staircase, and the wealth of handsome reception rooms includes a library, dining room and billiard room.

After touring the house, explore the grounds, which were originally laid out by WR Guilfoyle, curator of the Melbourne Botanic Gardens. These days, they are also home to the Victoria State Rose Garden, where 5000 rose bushes bloom in stages between October and July; a heritage orchard; and the Shadowfax Winery, where visitors can enjoy a guided tasting of its highly regarded wines before settling down for lunch or dinner in the casual restaurant, which specialises in pizzas.
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LITTLE SAIGON

The Vietnamese community is the sixth-largest migrant community in Australia, comprising 1% of the national population. One of the areas in Melbourne where this is most apparent is Footscray, as a walk around the streets immediately north of Footscray Railway Station makes clear.

Footscray Market, which runs between Hopkins and Irving Sts, has many Vietnamese shops and eateries, as do Hopkins and Leeds Sts. In 2016, the City of Maribyrnong commissioned the Little Saigon Welcome Arch on Leeds St to celebrate the Vietnamese community’s success in the suburb. This sculptural landmark designed by architecture firm McBride Charles Ryan features the traditional temple motif of a pair of cranes standing on the back of a turtle.



Eating in the West: Global Eats

Huong Viet: This family-run vegan Vietnamese restaurant is located close to Footscray Market. 10am-8.30pm $

Luxsmith: Head to this popular Seddon bar-restaurant for tasty Thai- and Vietnamese-influenced food. 5.30pm-late Wed-Sat $$

Ras Dashen: Beloved for its spicy Ethiopian stews and stir-fries served with injera bread. 12.30-9.30pm Wed, Thu & Sun, to 10.30pm Fri & Sat $

Sapa Hills: In Footscray’s main restaurant strip, this Vietnamese joint is known for its rice vermicelli and pork belly gua bao (buns). 11am-10pm Wed-Mon $


VICTORIAN SQUATTOCRACY

Thomas and Andrew Chirnside were two of many early-19th-century settlers in the colony of Port Phillip who took possession of tracts of fertile land that they had no legal claim to. Neither the Traditional Owners (in the Chirnsides’ case the Boonwurrung people) nor the crown agreed to these land grabs, and many of the ‘squatters’ who perpetrated them built huge and massively profitable pastoral empires that their descendants, often referred to as the Victorian ‘establishment’, run to this day.

Many of these descendants are members of the Melbourne Club in Collins St, established by squatters in 1838 as a male-only membership club, an exclusionary and anachronistic status it maintains to this day.



Eating in the West: Best Cafes

Dumbo: The coffee at this neighbourhood cafe is as impressive as its globally inspired food. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Common Galaxia: Seddon cafe serving all-day breakfasts and coffee with artisanal beans. 7am-2.30pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Crowded House: Does this cafe serve the best coffee in Willy? The answer may well be yes. 6.30am-3pm Mon-Sat, from 7am Sun $

Migrant Coffee: Delicious filled bagels and excellent coffee in West Footscray. 7am-2pm Thu, Fri & Mon, from 8am Sat & Sun $




Dandenongs & Yarra Ranges

GARDENS, MOUNTAINS AND FORESTS


Generations of Melburnians have enjoyed regular Sunday drives to the Dandenong Ranges (aka ‘the Hills’) or into the Yarra Ranges, which run from the city’s northeastern edge to the foothills of the Great Dividing Range.

Though close to Melbourne, both regions beat to a different drum. Nature rules supreme, and somnolent surrounds are a given, especially midweek. On weekends, the pace picks up, but the vibe stays low-key, with attractions and eateries firmly geared towards families.

The Dandenongs villages are famous for their visitable gardens, and the Yarra Ranges region is criss-crossed with cycling trails. Both destinations offer marvellous bushwalking opportunities, but this isn’t a part of Victoria characterised by cafe society, fine dining or cutting-edge art. Instead, you’ll be dwarfed by majestic mountain ash trees, beguiled by the mimicry of lyrebirds and lured into old-fashioned tearooms and pubs where a well-pulled beer and a generous Sunday roast remain the major draws.


GETTING AROUND

Exploring these areas by car is the best option. The only public transport alternatives from central Melbourne are the PTV train services to Croydon, Lilydale and Belgrave stations. From Croydon, bus 688 travels to Sassafras via Mt Dandenong and Olinda. From Lilydale, bus 683 travels to Warburton. From Belgrave, bus 694 travels to Sherbrook, Sassafras and Olinda. Bicycles can be carried on trains but not on any of the buses servicing the ranges.
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SIGHTS

1 Alfred Nicholas Memorial Gardens

2 Cloudehill

3 Dandenong Ranges Botanic Garden

4 Dandenong Ranges National Park

5 George Tindale Memorial Gardens

6 Pirianda Garden

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Puffing Billy

EATING

8 Babaji’s Kerala Kitchen

9 Miss Marple’s Tearoom

10 Paradise Valley Hotel

11 Proserpina Bakehouse

TRANSPORT

12 Cog Bike Shop
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The Dandenongs are a popular weekend day-trip destination. To avoid crowds and traffic jams, it’s best to visit midweek.



Journey Through Time & Nature

Hop aboard a heritage icon

Chugging and tooting its way through native rainforest, the restored century-old steam train affectionately known as Puffing Billy travels from a dedicated station at Belgrave, crossing historic timber trestle bridges to reach its destinations of Emerald Lake Park (weekdays) and Gembrook (weekends) before returning to its departure point.

Small children love waving to passersby from the open-sided carriages (and usually receive a wave in response). Teenagers can indulge their inner daredevil by sitting with their legs dangling outside the carriage. The return journey to Gembrook takes five hours; it’s three hours to Emerald Lake. Bookings (puffingbilly.com.au) are essential.

Retreat into Nature

Bushwalk through lush rainforest

Home to dense fern gullies, huge stands of mountain ash and vibrantly plumed native birds, Dandenong Ranges National Park is divided into two sections. Its southern section (the closest to Melbourne) encompasses Ferntree Gully and Sherbrooke Forest. Experienced bushwalkers can follow the 7.1km Eastern Sherbrooke Forest Walk, where the melodious song of lyrebirds is regularly heard. Walkers with mobility impairments can enjoy the 500m Margaret Lester Forest Walk at Grants Picnic ground at Kallista.

The park’s northern section includes Olinda Falls and scenic Burkes Lookout on Mt Dandenong. If you take the short walk along the Kyeema Track to the lookout from the lookout car park on a clear day, you’ll be rewarded with views extending as far as the Kinglake Ranges, Mt Macedon, the You Yangs, Port Phillip Bay and the Bellarine and Mornington Peninsulas.


BEST DANDENONGS GARDENS

Rich volcanic soil, low temperatures, high humidity and plentiful rainfall make the Dandenongs one of the best regions in the world for cool-climate gardening.

Alfred Nicholas Memorial Gardens

Mountain ash canopies and seasonal blooms around an ornamental lake.

Cloudehill

Estate featuring 25 garden ‘rooms’ designed to showcase different seasons and plantings.

Dandenong Ranges Botanic Garden

Known for its spectacular views over the Yarra Valley and its profusion of rhododendrons, camellias and azaleas.

George Tindale Memorial Gardens

Hill station-style garden with exotic trees and seasonal blooms.

Pirianda Garden

Terraced woodland garden featuring botanically significant exotic specimen trees and shrubs.



Eating in the Dandenongs & Yarra Ranges: Our Picks

Paradise Valley Hotel: On the Belgrave–Gembrook Rd, this pub is known for its excellent food and impressive wine list. noon-9pm $$

Babaji’s Kerala Kitchen: Customers travel from all over to enjoy spicy South Indian food in Belgrave. noon-8pm Sun-Tue & Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat $

Miss Marple’s Tearoom: Old-fashioned tearoom in Sassafras serving delectable Devonshire teas featuring scones. 11am-4pm $

Proserpina Bakehouse: Hands down the best bakery in the Dandenongs. The loyal local clientele dote on its cakes. 7am-4pm Wed-Mon $




Cycling the Yering to Warburton Rail Trail

[image: jpg]

This popular and well-maintained 47.5km cycling, walking and horse-riding trail follows the paths of two historic but now dismantled train lines; remnants include station platforms, sidings and signs. The route stretches from Yering in the Yarra Valley to Warburton in the Yarra Ranges, though many people commence their ride in Lilydale, which is served by train from Melbourne. Featuring gentle gradients, the trails are sealed with fine gravel or asphalt.

Start your ride at 1 Yering Station, the oldest winery in the Yarra Valley. Follow the path for 7.5km through bush and open pasture to Coldstream, the most picturesque pocket of the valley, and on to the regional hub of 2 Lilydale.

From here, continue southeast to 3 Mt Evelyn (7km) and then on through fern-lined gullies and remnant bushland past the small settlement of 4 Seville, where there is a quirky cafe in a century-old train carriage at the station, and on to 5 Woori Yallock (16km). You’ll pass through the floodplains of the Yarra River (Birrarung), now rich grazing land, on this leg of the journey.

From Woori Yallock, the stage to 6 Yarra Junction (9km) follows the Yarra River closely. The final 8km stage continues to follow the river’s course through native forest and wetlands to 7 Warburton, a pretty town nestled on the banks of the Upper Yarra in the shadow of stately Mt Donna Buang. The town has plenty of eating, drinking and sleeping options, and the helpful staff at Cog Bike Shop can point you in the direction of connecting bike trails in the area. It also offers bike hire and a dropoff and pickup service along the trail for its clients.






Yarra Valley

VINEYARDS AND VISTAS


Vying with the Mornington and Bellarine Peninsulas for the title of Victoria’s premier wine region, the Yarra Valley is an easy drive from Melbourne and a great day trip or overnight destination.

The traditional home of the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung, this land was first planted with grape vines in 1838, and today multiple vineyards operate in and around wine-growing hubs, including Lilydale, Coldstream, Healesville, Seville and Yarra Glen. Visiting cellar doors to enjoy a tasting is understandably popular, but you can also check out artisanal food producers and gourmet restaurants and take romantic hot-air balloon rides. There are also family-friendly attractions such as the Healesville Sanctuary on offer.

Apart from the vineyards, which cover nearly 3000 hectares, the greatest draw is the landscape itself. Mt Dandenong is to the south, Mt Donna Buang is to the east and the Yarra River wends its way across the gently undulating, vine-clad valley floor.
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GETTING AROUND

Visitors without their own transport should consider joining an organised tour or signing up for the daily hop-on, hop-off bus tour offered by Hop It (hopit.com.au), which stops at many of the valley’s main attractions. Travellers keen to explore by bicycle can take a train from Melbourne to Lilydale Station. Bus 685 departs from here, travelling to Healesville via Coldstream and Yarra Glen, and has two available bike racks on every trip. Check the PTV website (ptv.vic.gov.au) for details.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Coombe

2 Domain Chandon

3 Healesville Sanctuary

4 Yering Station

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Go Wild Ballooning

SLEEPING

6 Balgownie Estate

7 BIG4 Yarra Valley Park Lane Holiday Park

8 Chateau Yering Hotel

9 Farmhouse at Meletos

10 RACV Healesville Country Club & Resort

11 Re’em Yarra Valley

EATING

12 Healesville Hotel

13 Heartswood

14 Innocent Bystander

15 Levantine Hill

see 12 Natures Cakes

16 Oakridge

17 Yarra Valley Dairy

18 Yarra Valley Chocolaterie & Ice Creamery

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19 Four Pillars

20 Giant Steps

21 Helen’s Hill

22 Mac Forbes Winery

see 9 Napoleone Cider & Orchard Bar

23 St Hubert’s

24 TarraWarra Estate

25 Yarra Yering

SHOPPING

see 12 Kitchen & Butcher
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The valley’s restaurants are often booked solid on weekends and public holidays, so it’s wise to reserve your lunch and dinner tables in advance. The same applies to accommodation.




A Diva’s Retreat

Tour Nellie Melba’s house and garden

When superstar soprano Nellie Melba needed a break from taking lead roles on the opera stages of London, Paris and New York, she often travelled home to Australia to relax at her Yarra Valley property, Coombe Farm. This stylish retreat featured a comfortable house, a Hollywood-style swimming pool and extensive landscaped gardens.

Still owned by members of Melba’s family, Coombe now hosts a restaurant and a cellar door for Coombe Yarra Valley wines, but it’s also possible to take a guided tour of Melba’s house or the large, beautifully landscaped garden. If visiting in October or November, the garden tour is particularly rewarding, as this is when the roses, herbaceous borders and wisteria bloom. Tours must be booked in advance (coombeyarravalley.com.au).





Help me Pick:


Yarra Valley Wineries


The Yarra Valley is home to more than 80 wineries, many of which offer expert-led tasting experiences at their cellar doors (wineyarravalley.com.au). A growing number also have top-notch restaurants, making a day spent touring here as satisfying for the stomach as it is for the palate. The area is recognised as Victoria’s oldest wine region – the first vines were planted at Yering Station in 1838. Today, it is known worldwide for its cool-climate wines, especially chardonnay and pinot noir.



Where to visit if you love…

Great Food & Wine Pairings

1 Oakridge Chef Aaron Brodie uses local produce to excellent effect in his set menus, which are paired with Oakridge’s outstanding wines (don’t miss the chardonnay).

2 Levantine Hill Set and à la carte menus celebrate local seasonal produce in the ultra-modern restaurant in this winery, known for its excellent chardonnay.
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Tipples with a View

3 Domain Chandon An example of mass wine tourism done well, this winery produces premium sparkling wines and has a restaurant, lounge bar and cellar door complex with a stunning vineyard vista.

4 Yering Station This vineyard, the oldest in the valley, offers tastings in its 1859 winery building and meals in a purpose-built glass pavilion overlooking the surrounding countryside.

Culture on the Side

5 TarraWarra Estate These estate wines are highly regarded (especially the pinot noir), the winery buildings are architecturally significant and the restaurant is acclaimed, but for many visitors, the on-site TarraWarra Museum of Art, which showcases predominantly Australian art, is the main drawcard.

6 St Hubert’s Established in 1862, St Hubert’s has shrugged off its heritage mantle and opened a sleek semi-subterranean tasting room, restaurant, art gallery and events space. The gallery showcases a significant collection of Indigenous art. The restaurant serves casual fare such as pizzas, and the estate’s highly regarded cabernet sauvignon can be enjoyed in the tasting room.

Lesser-Known Gems

7 Helen’s Hill This family-run winery in Lilydale produces excellent chardonnay and pinot noir made from grapes grown at its Coldstream vineyard. Bookings for tastings and meals are essential (helenshill.com.au).

8 Mac Forbes This winery has multiple vineyards in the valley and employs regenerative farming practices, reducing chemical inputs and creating innovative wines. There’s no cellar door, but private tastings can be booked (macforbes.com).

Outstanding Vintages

9 Yarra Yering Regularly featuring in international award lists, this winery in Gruyere produces exceptional reds and offers a one-hour paid tasting experience that includes current and museum releases. Bookings recommended (yarrayering.com).

a Giant Steps The Applejack Vineyard pinot noir produced by this vineyard is highly acclaimed. Try it (if you’re lucky) along with the winery’s other wines at its tasting room, wine bar and shop in Healesville.
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HOW TO

When to go The valley looks its best in spring or early summer when it’s dry and warm but not too hot and the region is emerging from its winter torpor.

Book ahead It’s essential to book restaurants and advisable to book for all tastings.

What to take Be sure to have a bottle of water to stay hydrated. Wear comfortable shoes as you may have to climb hills or walk on gravel roads.

Budget Most cellars charge for tastings, but the fee is sometimes redeemable upon purchase. Restaurants tend to be pricey.



DIY or Guided Tour

Exploring this region with your own transport allows freedom when it comes to picking and choosing your wineries and deciding how long to linger in each one. The downside is that someone in your group needs to be the designated sober driver. To get around that, use a service such as Driven Indulgence (drivenindulgence.com.au), where you engage the services of a responsible driver to chauffeur you in your own car or a car that you have hired.

Guided tours start at around $165 per day, but they usually only visit three or four of the less high-profile wineries. A better option is to sign up for the daily hop-on, hop-off bus tour offered by Hop It (hopit.com.au), which departs from central Melbourne, stops to take on additional passengers at Lilydale railway station and then heads into the valley to visit many of the best cellar doors. You can choose four to stop at.

VineTours (vinetours.com.au) offers guided six-hour bicycle tours along the Yering to Warburton Rail Trail, starting in Mt Evelyn and stopping by at least two vineyards or cellar doors, one for lunch. The company can pick up participants from Lilydale Station on request.




Float Over the Valley

Take a hot-air balloon flight

The most popular activity in the Yarra Valley is unquestionably wine tasting, but hot-air ballooning is a strong runner-up.

Companies including Global Ballooning (globalballooning.com.au), Go Wild Ballooning and Picture This (picturethisballooning.com.au) send their clients up in the air to enjoy bird’s-eye views over the farms, vineyards and rolling hills of this particularly scenic area, with Melbourne’s city skyline and the Dandenong and Yarra Ranges providing dramatic backdrops. Most packages include a champagne breakfast, and some include transfers from Melbourne’s CBD.

Meet the Natives

Visit the critters at Healesville Sanctuary

Visitors who don’t have the time or opportunity to head into the Victorian bush for some dedicated native animal spotting need not fear – Healesville Sanctuary is here to step into the breach. Native species, including koalas, emus, parrots, wallabies, echidnas, kookaburras, Tasmanian devils, wombats, dingos, kangaroos and platypuses, live here and can be viewed with a general admission ticket or by signing up for a ‘close-up’ animal encounter with a Zoos Victoria keeper.
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YARRA VALLEY PRODUCE

Four Pillars

This hugely successful gin distillery uses the botanicals left after each distillation to concoct delicious marmalades. Stock up after a gin tasting.

Kitchen & Butcher

Known locally as K&B, this deli in Healesville is a cornucopia of quality local produce.

Napoleone Cider & Orchard Bar

Apple and pear ciders made using estate-grown fruit. Available at the Melatos/Punt Rd Wines cellar door in Coldstream.

Yarra Valley Chocolaterie & Ice Creamery

The name says it all. Yum!

Yarra Valley Dairy

Known for its goat cheeses and Persian fetta made from cow milk.



Eating in the Yarra Valley: Casual Choices

Healesville Hotel: Much-loved pub with a welcoming bar, beer garden and bistro serving great pub grub. noon-late $$

Heartswood: Classy cafe known for its globally inspired brunch menu. 8am-3pm Sun & Mon, to 11pm Fri & Sat $$

Innocent Bystander: Wood-fired focaccia and pizza, best with house-made wines and cider. 11.30am-3pm Wed & Thu, to 8.30pm Fri-Tue $$

Natures Cakes: Small business in Healesville known for its delicious sweet treats, including gluten-free options. 8am-4pm Wed-Sun $




Mornington Peninsula

BOUTIQUE WINERIES AND BEACHES


Known to Melburnians as ‘the Peninsula’, this sun-dappled outpost of metropolitan Melbourne has been a sybaritic summer playground since the 1870s, when paddle steamers carried holidaying passengers from the city to Portsea to enjoy a frolic in the sun.

The terrain, which is the traditional land of the Ngaruk-William and Boonwurrung-Bulluk clans of the Boonwurrung (aka Bunurong) people, is perfectly suited to farming, and as a result, the peninsula is the state’s second most valuable agricultural region. Cultivation of cool-climate grapes, particularly chardonnay and pinot noir, is a major economic driver here, as is tourism.

The peninsula has plenty to justify a multinight stay, particularly during summer when the wild ocean beaches and much calmer and safer bay beaches are powerful magnets for visitors. At other times of the year, the area’s impressive local eateries, cellar doors, spas, art galleries, gardens and bushwalking opportunities offer a wealth of experiences to enjoy.


GETTING AROUND

You need your own transport to make the most of your time on the peninsula as public transport options are limited. Trains from central Melbourne terminate in Frankston, from where PTV bus 788 travels to Portsea via Mornington, Point Nepean Rd and Sorrento. The Stony Point train service travels from Frankston to Hastings, from where bus 782 travels to Flinders via Merricks Beach and Point Leo. The Red Hill area is not serviced by public transport.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Point Nepean National Park

2 Pt Leo Estate

SIGHTS

3 Australian Garden

4 Cruden Farm

5 Gunnamatta Beach

6 Mornington Peninsula Regional Gallery

7 Point Leo Surf Beach

8 Portsea Back Beach

9 Shoreham Beach

10 Sorrento Back Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Alba

12 BayPlay

13 Peninsula Hot Springs

SLEEPING

14 Hamptons in Rye

15 Jackalope

16 Lancemore Lindenderry Red Hill

17 RACV Cape Schanck Resort

18 Treetops at Red Hill

EATING

19 Bistro Elba

20 Commonfolk Coffee

21 Many Little

22 Montalto

23 Polperro

24 Red Gum BBQ

25 Tedesca Osteria

26 Vulcano Gelato

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

27 Eldridge Estate

see 29 Jetty Road Brewery

28 Kerri Greens

29 Little Rebel

30 Merchant & Maker

31 Port Phillip Estate

32 Portsea Hotel

33 Red Hill Brewery

34 St Andrews Beach Brewery

35 Ten Minutes By Tractor

see 29 TWØBAYS Brewing Co
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Powerful rips, reefs, big waves and unpredictable conditions characterise the peninsula’s ocean beaches. Always swim and surf at patrolled beaches and stay between the flags. For patrol updates, refer to the beachsafe.org.au website, operated by Surf Life Saving Australia.



A Point of Interest

Explore dramatic Point Nepean National Park

On the peninsula’s windswept western tip, Point Nepean National Park was a seasonal base of its Traditional Owners, the Boonwurrung.

After colonisation, a Quarantine Station was established here in 1852, and Fort Nepean, which played an important role in defending Australia from military threat, was built in stages from the late 1870s. Original gun emplacements remain, as do the 50-odd heritage buildings that made up the Quarantine Station.

Gnarled Moonah trees (Melaleuca lanceolata) bent by the strong winds dot most of the landscape, and local fauna such as echidnas, wallabies and snakes (be careful!) call the park home. Scenic walking trails in the park include the all-abilities 2km walk from the Quarantine Station to Observatory Point along Coles Track, and it’s a 4.5km hike from the station to the fortifications.

The park is huge, so some visitors choose to hire a bicycle from BayPlay in nearby Portsea and explore on two wheels rather than walking or relying on the wheelchair-accessible shuttle bus service that travels every 30 minutes or so between the park’s entrance, the quarantine station and the fort.

Bathe in Nature

Relax in a hot spring

The peninsula equivalent of a Japanese onsen, the outdoor geothermal plunge pools and spa centre at Peninsula Hot Springs are set in native bushland inland from Rye. The 54°C mineral-rich water is supplied by the property’s underground aquifer, and regular clients swear by its relaxing and restorative properties. The business has been so successful that a competitor, nearby Alba, opened in 2022.

A Peninsula Institution

Party at the Portsea pub

Its official name may be the Portsea Hotel, but every Victorian who has spent summer evenings drinking here knows this place as the Portsea Pub.

From the street, this Tudor-style heritage hulk seems out of place in a coastal hamlet, but as soon as you walk through the entrance to the rear of the building, where the open-sided Longshore bistro, massive beer garden and lawn are located, the secret to the pub’s phenomenal success is revealed: it has spectacular views over Port Phillip Bay to the Bellarine Peninsula. Added to this are good pub grub, live music and an opportunity to join Melbourne’s rich and powerful at play.

Showcasing Peninsula Produce

Linger over an unforgettable lunch

When Tedesca Osteria in Red Hill was crowned Australian restaurant of the year by Gourmet Traveller magazine in 2021, few were surprised. Brigitte Hafner, a renowned chef and food writer, is known as one of the most intuitive chefs in the business, eschewing fuss and conjuring simply extraordinary flavours from the strictly seasonal produce she works with.

Her osteria, which occupies an elegantly revamped weatherboard farmhouse in Red Hill South, offers a unique albeit pricey five-course dining experience to those who manage to get a booking. The reservation list is usually months long. The wine list and service are as impressive as the food, and that’s really saying something.


BEST PENINSULA OCEAN BEACHES

Portsea Back Beach

Wild beach with surfing, swimming and ocean-fishing opportunities.

Sorrento Back Beach

Surfing, swimming and exploring rock pools are popular here, as is the clifftop walk to Diamond Bay.

Gunnamatta Beach

The peninsula’s most popular (and dangerous) surf beach, with consistently high swells and rocky reefs. Swim only when a patrol is on duty.

Point Leo Surf Beach

A relatively safe beach but suitable for swimming only when the tide is in. Good point and reef breaks during the higher winter swell.

Shoreham Beach

A protected family-friendly beach offering safe and enjoyable swimming at mid- to high tide.



Eating on the Peninsula: Away from the Vineyards

Bistro Elba: Locals flock to this Sorrento wine bar and bistro for the half-price oyster deal between 5pm and 6pm. noon-11pm $$$

Many Little: Exceptional Sri Lankan cuisine in three- and five-course set menus. 5pm-late Thu & Fri, noon-3pm & 5pm-late Sat & Sun $$$

Red Gum BBQ: Pulled pork and meltingly tender brisket served with classic sides. 11am-8pm Tue-Thu, to 9pm Fri-Sun $$

Vulcano Gelato: Cones and brioches filled with delectable freshly churned gelato. 10am-11.30pm high summer, reduced hours rest of year $





Help me Pick:


Peninsula Grape Grazing


Most of the peninsula’s 200 small-scale vineyards and 50-plus cellar doors (morningtonpeninsulawine.com.au) are located in the undulating hills between Red Hill and Merricks. The cool climate means that pinot noir and chardonnay are the predominant varietals – the peninsula is home to nearly 10% of Australia’s pinot noir plantings. Many of the estates have excellent cafes or restaurants attached, making this region as famous for its food as it is for its wine.



Where to visit if you love…

Exceptional Food & Wine Pairings

Ten Minutes by Tractor Enjoy one of the tasting menus accompanied by the winery’s excellent pinot noir and chardonnay in the stylish surrounds of this vineyard restaurant. The unusual name reflects the fact that the estate comprises three vineyards, each located 10 minutes apart by tractor. A premium tasting at the cellar door is complimentary when you dine here.
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Port Phillip Estate Home of the acclaimed Kooyong Estate pinot noir and chardonnay, this stunning architect-designed winery resembles the lair of a Bond villain. The set three-course menu is excellent value.

Spectacular Views

Eldridge Estate New owners have breathed life into this long-established vineyard and lured acclaimed winemaker Steve Flamsteed here from Giant Steps in the Yarra Valley. Enjoy a glass of the Wendy chardonnay while admiring a vista of vine-clad slopes.

Polperro An excellent restaurant serves a set four-course menu, but ordering a cheese board and a glass of the house pinot noir is a fine alternative, especially as they can be enjoyed while admiring the view of bush and vines from the deck.

Sculpture on the Side

Pt. Leo Estate This estate’s flagship fine diner, Laura, overlooks an impressive sculpture garden with 60 works by major artists and magnificent views of Western Port Bay. The whites are particularly good; try the chardonnay and pinot gris.

Montalto Wander the 1km sculpture-lined trail through the native bushland on this estate (pictured) before enjoying a four-course set menu in the restaurant, a pizza in the kitchen garden or a drink on the lawn. The estate’s chardonnay and pinot noir can be tasted with your meal.

Picnic Opportunities

Kerri Greens The youthful crew running this minimal-intervention winery are proud of their aromatic sauvignon blanc, riesling and Gewürztraminer, but the flagship wine is The Duke chardonnay. Pay the picnic levy of $15 per person, and you can use a picnic blanket, BYO food, and enjoy great views and a glass of wine (included in the price).
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HOW TO

When to go This part of the world has a real buzz in high summer when the wineries have extended opening hours and blissful sea breezes keep the temperature balmy.

Book ahead It’s essential to book restaurants and advisable to book for all tastings.

What to take Be sure to have a bottle of water – it’s important to stay hydrated – and a hat if you visit in summer.

Budget Most cellars charge for tastings, but the fee is sometimes redeemable upon purchase. Most restaurants offer pricey set menus only.



DIY or Guided Tour

Exploring this region with your own transport allows freedom to pick and choose your wineries and decide how long to linger in each one. The downside is that someone in your group needs to be the designated sober driver. If you opt to do this, pick up a printed copy of the extremely useful Official Wine Touring Map produced by the Mornington Peninsula Vignerons Association. Updated annually, the map is free and available from the helpful Mornington Peninsula Visitor Information Centre on Point Nepean Rd in Dromana (mornpen.vic.gov.au). An interactive version including itineraries is available on the Mornington Peninsula Vignerons Association website (morningtonpeninsulawine.com.au).

An alternative is to sign up for the Sunday-only hop-on, hop-off bus tour offered by Hop It (hopit.com.au), which departs from central Melbourne and visits many of the best cellar doors. You can choose four of these to stop at. Alternatively, tour companies including Elevate Wine Tours (elevatewinetours.com.au) can tailor tours to your specifications.

VineTours (vinetours.com.au) offers a range of self-guided cycling tours, including bicycle hire, lunch and a wine tasting. Pickups from Melbourne’s CBD and Frankston train station are available.

For a listing of local tours and tour operators working on the peninsula, check the Visit Mornington Peninsula (visitmorningtonpeninsula.org) or Visit Victoria (visitvictoria.com) websites.




Celebrating Australian Flora

Visit two extraordinary gardens

The Australian Garden at the Royal Botanic Gardens in Cranbourne isn’t strictly on the peninsula but well deserves a short detour. It was created on a despoiled landscape by a group of botanists and local volunteers driven by a passion to regenerate native bushland and showcase the unique flora that survives and thrives in Australia’s diverse natural landscapes.

Entering the garden, visitors are confronted with the truly breathtaking Red Sand Garden, an evocation of the arid landscape of the Red Centre. Other highlights include a ‘Weird and Wonderful’ garden with a bizarre bottle tree and a stunning rock pool waterway where excited children love to hop from flagstone to flagstone in shallow waters that ebb and flow, referencing the life-giving passage of water through the Australian landscape.

More than 100,000 plants from 1900 plant varieties are on show here, over 20 of which are rare or threatened species.

While in the area, consider also visiting the magnificent garden at Cruden Farm in Langwarrin. Designed by landscape designer Edna Walling in the 1930s but largely realised by the farm’s late owner Dame Elisabeth Murdoch, the gardens are open to the public on weekdays and on one Sunday per month throughout the year. Highlights include the main driveway, which is planted with more than 100 lemon-scented gum trees; a bloom-filled picking garden; and a secret walled garden.


BEST WALKS

Coastal Walk

Spectacular 26km trail through Mornington Peninsula National Park from Cape Schanck to London Bridge.

Millionaire’s Walk

Traversing the clifftops between the summer playgrounds of Portsea and Sorrento, this 1km walk passes historic holiday homes built by wealthy Melburnians.

Red Hill Rail Trail

This 6.5km trail follows a now decommissioned rail line, offering views of Western Port Bay along the way.

Two Bays Walking Trail

This 26km, two-day bushwalk from Dromana to Cape Schanck passes through the largest remnant of bushland on the peninsula.

Summit Circuit Walk

Easy 1.8km walk from the Arthur’s Seat Eagle car park.



Drinking on the Peninsula: Our Picks

Coffee Traders: This outfit in Mornington is so serious about its coffee that it also runs barista courses. 6am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 7am Sat & Sun

Commonfolk Coffee: Mornington roastery-cafe where the food is as good as the coffee. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

Little Rebel: The coffee at this roastery located in a Dromana industrial estate easily rivals the best in Melbourne. 6.30am-2pm Mon-Fri

Merchant & Maker: Beachside cafe in McCrea serving artisan coffee and tasty food. 7.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

Jetty Road Brewery: This Dromana outfit produces lager, stout and pale ale. noon-9pm Wed & Thu, to 11pm Fri & Sat, to 8pm Sun

Red Hill Brewery: Set in a garden, the peninsula’s original craft brewery is famed for its Golden Ale. 11am-6pm Thu-Sun, to 7pm daylight savings

St Andrews Beach Brewery: Its large beer garden makes this state-of-the-art brewery and cidery a popular summer venue. 11am-9pm

TWØBAYS Brewing Co: The 11 beers made here are gluten-free, as are the pizzas on offer. noon-8pm Tue-Sat, to 5pm Mon & Sun




Phillip Island

PENGUINS AND SURF BREAKS


Once a somnolent and sparsely populated rural farming district, Phillip Island had its fortunes changed dramatically in the 1920s when tourists began to make their way here to see the nightly perambulation of little penguins on Summerland Beach. Many of these visitors stayed to surf and swim at the island’s spectacular beaches, establishing a tradition that lasts to this day.

Only 140km from Melbourne, the island – called Millowl by its First Nations Traditional Custodians, the Yalluk Bulluk – is popular with interstate and international tourists year-round but reaches capacity in summer when masses of Melburnians decamp here over the Christmas, January and Easter holiday breaks. The MOTUL FIM Superbike World Championships that take place in February each year also attract big crowds.

Outside these periods, island life is laid-back and replete with rewards courtesy of Mother Nature. Discover pristine beaches, take bushwalks, explore birdlife-filled wetlands and encounter plenty of other native animals.


GETTING AROUND

While it is possible to access the island on a V/Line coach from Melbourne or a passenger-only Western Port Ferries service from Stony Point on the Mornington Peninsula, the best way to visit is by car or organised day tour. Having your own car maximises your opportunities to explore. If arriving on public transport, you can hire an e-bike from Super Cruzer (phillipislandebikehire.com.au) or use the Phillip Island Taxi Service (phone 131 008).
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Antarctic Journey

2 Penguin Parade

SIGHTS

3 Churchill Island

4 Koala Conservation Centre

see 1 Nobbies Boardwalks

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Cat’s Bay

6 Smiths Beach

7 Summerland Beach

8 Woolamai Beach

9 YCW Beach

SLEEPING

10 Amaroo Park

11 Glen Isla House B&B

EATING

12 Bani’s

13 Cowes Curry Club

14 Island Whole Foods

see 12 Isola Gelato

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 BEANd

16 G’Day Tiger

17 Ocean Reach Brewing

18 Purple Hen Winery

TRANSPORT

19 Western Port Ferries
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The island’s famous surf beaches are notorious for their dangerous rip currents. If you plan to swim, choose a beach that is patrolled by surf lifesavers. Patrols operate from mid-November to mid-April at Woolamai Beach and Smiths Beach. Cowes front beach is low-wave, so it’s considerably safer.



March of the Little Penguins

Witness the nightly Penguin Parade

The nightly perambulation of Phillip Island’s colony of little penguins – 32,000 strong and the largest such colony in the world – is well worth a dedicated trip from Melbourne.

There’s a range of options to observe these cuties waddle from the ocean to their burrows in the dunes at sunset, but the Ultimate Adventure Tour is the premium choice as participants join one of the reserve’s knowledgeable nature guides on the beach itself (at a distance from the penguins).

If you’re not joining a tour, opt for the Penguins Plus ticket and position yourself to enter the grandstand as soon as it opens to grab a good seat. Dress warmly in the cooler months and remember that photography is not allowed during the experience.

Southern Ocean Vista

Spot wildlife from boardwalks

Weather conditions at the tip of the Summerland Peninsula can vary wildly, but the views from the 500m winding Nobbies Boardwalks are consistently spectacular. From this vantage point, you’ll see the offshore rock formations known as The Nobbies, as well as Seal Rocks, home of Australia’s largest colonies of fur seals. Between May and October, you might also be lucky enough to spot a migrating whale.

The visitor centre is home to Antarctic Journey, an interactive multimedia exhibition about the Southern Ocean.
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Eating on the Island: Our Picks

Isola Gelato: Close to the Cowes foreshore, this Italian-run gelateria serves molto delizioso ice cream. 11am-9pm, reduced hours winter $

Island Whole Foods: Its location may be uninspiring, but this cafe’s 100% plant-based menu has a devoted local following. 9am-2.30pm Wed-Mon $

Bani’s: This modern Greek restaurant serves the best food on the island. Don’t miss the slow-cooked lamb shoulder. noon-3pm & 5-9pm Fri-Tue $$

Cowes Curry Club: The fragrant aromas wafting from this Indian restaurant signal the tasty food on offer inside. 5-9pm Mon-Fri, from 1pm Sat & Sun $$

Experience Living History

Visit Churchill Island’s heritage farm

Europeans first set foot on Churchill Island, south of Rhyll, in 1801, when Lt James Grant, commander of HMS Lady Nelson, brought a landing party here on his survey of Australia’s south coast. European settlers followed in the 1850s, and the land has been farmed ever since. It is now connected to the island proper by a bridge.

Overseen by Phillip Island Nature Parks, the historic farm buildings are now a popular tourist drawcard, particularly for families. Demonstrations of activities, such as blacksmithing, cow-milking, sheep-shearing and whip-cracking, are scheduled every day, and a farmers market takes place on the first Saturday morning of each month.

The farm adjoins the 670-hectare Churchill Island Marine National Park, which is an important habitat for many bird species. Boardwalks of varying lengths loop through the mangroves, saltmarsh and mudflats, and two walking trails cover the rest of the island.

Spot Furry Friends

Meet the Koala Conservation Reserve’s residents

You won’t get nose-to-nose with the koalas at the Koala Conservation Centre, but its tree-top boardwalks ensure that you get pretty close. Interactive displays at the information centre enrich the visitor experience, as do sightings of wallabies, echidnas and native birds. Children are well catered for, with a nature-play area and a digital quest followed via QR codes.


BEST ISLAND SURF SPOTS

Phillip Island is one of Australia’s 19 National Surfing Reserves, and its beaches cater to both experienced and novice board riders. When surfing, beware of rips and stay in areas where others are surfing for safety.

Woolamai Beach

Known worldwide for its constantly changing and challenging beach breaks.

Smiths Beach

The island’s premier barrelling reef break is sometimes mellow enough for novices.

Summerland Beach

Renowned reef breaks that work in the largest of swells.

Cat’s Bay

High-quality left- and right-hand reef breaks.

YCW Beach

Gentle, consistent waves and excellent breaks.



Drinking on the Island: Our Picks

BEANd: Not strictly on the island but worth a stop, this cafe in San Remo serves top-notch coffee to accompany its all-day breakfasts. 7.30am-4pm

G’Day Tiger: Grab a streetside seat or place a takeaway order for the best espresso coffee in Cowes. 7am-3pm Mon-Sat, to 2pm Sun

Ocean Reach Brewing: Taphouse in Cowes pouring regular and seasonal beers brewed on the island. 4-9pm Wed-Fri, from noon Sat, noon-4pm Sun

Purple Hen Winery: Head to this vineyard in Rhyll to enjoy its signature pinot noir, grazing menu and views over Western Port Bay. 11am-4.30pm Thu-Mon




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



City Centre

Selina Central Melbourne $ The location opposite Flinders St Station isn’t ideal, but the low prices, coworking facilities and shared kitchen at this upmarket hostel compensate.

Space Hotel $ A good backpacker choice, with well-priced dorms and private rooms with or without en-suites. Facilities include a bar, gym, laundry, shared kitchen and rooftop terrace.

Rydges Melbourne CBD $$ Exhibition St apartments with kitchenette, lounge and laundry facilities. Guests love the gym and rooftop pool.

Lancemore $$$ In a great location at the top end of town, this place offers spacious rooms with work desks, a lobby lounge and a rooftop terrace.

Laneways by Ovolo $$$ Boutique hotel where it’s worth paying a premium for a penthouse suite complete with an outdoor rooftop terrace.

Park Hyatt $$$ An excellent location at the leafy top end of the city centre. Facilities include a restaurant, gym, pool and spa.

QT Melbourne $$$ Hip accommodation choice known for its quirky decor, friendly staff and rooftop bar.

Treasury on Collins $$$ Boutique suite rooms and apartments with kitchenettes, seating areas and washer/dryer. Facilities include a restaurant and guest lounge. Prices drop considerably on weekdays.

Carlton & the Inner North

The Village North Melbourne $ This hostel near Queen Victoria Market offers cramped but clean dorms and rooms, a shared kitchen, lounge and rooftop terrace.

Larwill Studio $$ The location is a bit strange (the hotel is in the Royal Children’s Hospital) but the fact that rooms are on the edge of Royal Park makes amends. Well priced considering the standard of accommodation offered.

Tyrian Serviced Apartments $$ Spacious, self-contained one-, two- and three-bedroom serviced apartments in the heart of Fitzroy.

Veriu Collingwood $$$ There’s lots to like at Veriu, including a rooftop bar, heated swimming pool, gym, working spaces and rooms with cooking and laundry facilities.

Zagame’s House $$$ A fully refurbished 1970s motel on Lygon St, Zagame’s has large rooms and on-site parking.

St Kilda & the Southern Suburbs

Nomads St Kilda $ This place close to St Kilda Beach has dorms (some with en-suites) as well as private rooms. Its party vibe may torment light sleepers.

Coppersmith Hotel $$ Elegant boutique choice in South Melbourne with well-equipped rooms, a bistro-bar and a roof terrace.

Olsen $$ Steps from South Yarra’s boutiques and cafes, this art-filled choice has studio suites with a kitchenette and a living/working area. The hotel’s cantilevered glass-bottomed pool juts out over Chapel St.

Royce $$ Longstanding boutique choice on St Kilda Rd with spacious rooms and a lovely bar and lounge.

Como Melbourne $$ One of Melbourne’s first boutique hotels, this reliable choice on Chapel St offers generously sized rooms and fully equipped serviced apartments. It has on-site parking and is popular with business travellers.

Ovolo South Yarra $$ Rooms are on the small side but have pleasingly jaunty decor. There’s a gym and self-service laundry.

Cullen $$ Opposite Prahran Market, the small rooms have kitchenettes, but guests usually choose to eat at the on-site HuTong Dumpling Bar.

Prince Hotel $$ In an art deco building on Fitzroy St, this St Kilda institution has comfortable rooms, but guests tend to spend most of their time in the restaurant, bar and bandroom.

Yarra Valley

BIG4 Yarra Valley Park Lane Holiday Park $ This holiday park offers comfortable cabins, glamping pods and tents, en-suite caravan sites and a variety of campsites. It’s a great spot for kids, with facilities including a jump pad, swimming pool and tennis courts.


RACV Healesville Country Club & Resort $$ A four-hole golf course, spa centre, indoor pool, restaurant and bar are the major draws. Premium rooms have spectacular mountain views.

Re’em Yarra Valley $$$ On a vineyard in Gruyere, this boutique hotel offers rooms and suites with a patio or balcony. There’s also an on-site bar and a restaurant.

Balgownie Estate $$$ On a vineyard outside Yarra Glen, this hotel has 70 rooms and suites, a restaurant, day spa, indoor heated pool, steam room and gym.

Chateau Yering Hotel $$$ The epitome of a country house hotel, this slightly faded but still tempting heritage-listed offering is set in gorgeous gardens.

Farmhouse at Meletos $$$ The 22 rooms have an attractive Tuscan farmhouse decor and are luxuriously appointed. The best have vineyard views.

Mornington Peninsula

Hamptons in Rye $$ Near the Peninsula Hot Springs, this well-presented B&B offers studio and standalone cottage options.

Treetops at Red Hill $$$ Two luxurious cottages on a vineyard with a micro-winery and landscaped garden.

RACV Cape Schanck Resort $$$ Close to Gunnamatta Beach, this sleek multistorey resort has an indoor swimming pool, children’s playground, bar and two excellent restaurants.

Lancemore Lindenderry Red Hill $$$ Set amid 14 acres of vines and gardens, Lancemore is probably the most elegant accommodation option on the peninsula.

Port Phillip Estate $$$ Six sleek suites with vineyard views, big beds and sitting areas are secreted underneath the public areas of this notable winery.

Jackalope $$$ Rooms here are as luxe as their hefty price tags indicate, and facilities include an infinity pool overlooking the Willow Creek vineyard, a cocktail bar and two eateries.
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Phillip Island

Amaroo Park $ Rooms and villas at a well-maintained holiday park in the centre of Cowes. There’s also a swimming pool and a barbecue area.

Glen Isla House B&B $$ Set in the well-tended gardens of an 1870 homestead in Cowes, this place offers rooms in modern timber outbuildings as well as a heritage suite in the original homestead.






Greater Victoria
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COAST, MOUNTAINS AND COUNTRY ESCAPES


The view beyond Melbourne looks rather different, so experience Victoria’s diversity with a trip to the countryside.
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It’s in regional Victoria that the state can fully bring its varied terrain to the fore. Some of the most recognisable sections of coastline in the country can be found here, along with equally impressive landscapes most travellers are yet to discover. With beaches, bushland, mountains and agricultural plains all packed into a state that’s small by Australian standards, Victoria has a lot to offer.

Brushing up on gold-rush history will serve you well here. During the 1850s, more than a third of the world’s gold production came from the Victorian goldfields. Under the gaze of worldwide attention, momentous waves of migration and unprecedented wealth came together to weave a story of how Victorian communities were shaped by gold.

Today, quality dining is a big drawcard, with an emphasis on curated meals of local, seasonal ingredients. Opportunities to extend the palate through adventurous eating come in the form of numerous tapas-style plates and menus left to the creative flow of the chef. Boutique wineries and microbreweries are now an expectation on any beverage list.

It’s all part of what the rural reaches of Victoria provide: a culinary culture that can hold its own and an expansive countryside to enjoy it all in. As you travel around, leave room in your bag for a picnic, and plan to stay awhile.
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THE MAIN AREAS

TORQUAY

Surf beaches.

GREAT OCEAN ROAD

Iconic coastal views.

WILSONS PROMONTORY

Secluded coast and wildlife.

BENDIGO

Gastronomy and dancing dragons.

BALLARAT

Gold-rush history and architecture.

DAYLESFORD & HEPBURN SPRINGS

Spas and luxe getaways.

THE GRAMPIANS

Hiking and rock art.

BRIGHT

Alpine cycling and autumn colours.

THE MURRAY

River views and paddle steamers.





Find Your Way


Victoria is one of Australia’s smaller states, but it still has a lot of ground to cover. You’ll find a mix of well-connected hubs and more rural locales that require a little more planning.
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Plan Your Days


From Melbourne, you can head out in just about any direction. The type of adventure you seek – whether bush, beach, city or mountains – will lead the way.
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Here for the Weekend

• You’ll find plenty of destinations within two to three hours of the capital that make for an excellent one- or two-night stay. For beaches, head to Torquay and take a scenic road trip along the Great Ocean Road to the Twelve Apostles.

• Hikers will enjoy the huge selection of day walks and breathtaking lookouts at the Grampians or a short walk up the mysterious Hanging Rock in the Macedon Ranges.

• Enjoy the wealth of food and art on offer in Daylesford and Hepburn Springs, and the larger gold rush cities of Bendigo and Ballarat.




Five Days to Wander

• With a few more days at your disposal, extend your Great Ocean Road adventure with a trip to Lake Elizabeth for glow worms and platypuses in the Otways. Or continue on to Warrnambool for whale watching and hot springs, and tour Budj Bim National Park with Traditional Custodians.

• In the Grampians, add more time to hang with the wildlife and view Aboriginal rock art.

• Explore the eastern side of the state with a trip to Bright for crisp mountain air and alpine cycling, and the ski slopes of High Country in winter.




One Week to Explore

• If you’ve got a week to spare, you can take things slow in the extreme south of Wilsons Promontory with scenic coastal walks and plentiful wildlife. Head east for Ninety Mile Beach and wonderful coastal camping at Cape Conran.

• North along the Victoria–New South Wales border, the Murray offers impressive river views and relaxed paddle steamer rides in Echuca and Mildura. From Mildura, venture into Outback NSW with a night or two in Mungo National Park to visit an active archaeological site and observe wild emus roaming the plains.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Victoria provides a range of accessible and enticing city breaks for travellers throughout the year. Long weekends and school holidays prompt a travel surge.

JANUARY

Summer holidays are in full swing. Beaches, caravan parks and rivers are where it’s at.
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MARCH TO APRIL

Events abound over the Labour Day and Easter long weekends. Don’t miss the Bendigo Easter Festival.
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MAY

It’s not too late to catch the brilliant autumn foliage in Bright with an invigorating outing by bike or hike.
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JULY

Hit the slopes and enjoy alpine village life as ski resorts enter their peak season in High Country.
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AUGUST

Get through the last of winter in Daylesford and Hepburn Springs with a cosy escape by the fire.

[image: jpg]

UNKNOWNLATITUDE IMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

OCTOBER

The weather warms as springs arrives. Dust off your hiking boots and admire the emerging wildflowers.
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DECEMBER

The end-of-year beckons, and with it the beach. Hit the reset button on the Great Ocean Road.
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Torquay

SURFING | WALKING TRACKS | RELAXED VIBES
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Torquay is a small town that went global. In the 1960s, Torquay lured in its first surfers, and the Rip Curl Pro is now the longest-running competitive surfing event, packing world-famous Bells Beach with people each Easter. Other surf beaches nearby include Jan Juc and Winki Pop.

If you’re not ready to go pro, Torquay is suitable for beginner surfers. Surf schools offer everything from lessons that last a few hours to month-long camps.

But Torquay isn’t all about surfing. Fishermans Beach, protected from ocean swells, is a family favourite for swimming. Ringed by shady pines and sloping lawns, Front Beach beckons all, while surf life-savers patrol the frothing Back Beach during summer. The 44km Surf Coast Walk starts here and ends in Aireys Inlet.

No matter what activities you choose, Torquay is a breezy place to hang out for a while, with a fabulous beach vibe.


GETTING AROUND

Torquay is walkable, with trails along the beach and the clifftops. Cycling is popular, but cars still rule. In summer, be prepared for roads and car parks packed with holidaymakers. Torquay is a 15-minute drive from Geelong on the B100, about 103km south of Melbourne. Avalon Airport is a 35-minute drive from Torquay. McHarry’s Buslines goes from Geelong to Jan Juc via Torquay. The Spirit of Tasmania links Devonport with Geelong taking nine to 11 hours to cross the Bass Strait.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Australian National Surfing Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Go Ride a Wave

3 Honu Honi Surf Camp

4 Point Danger Marine Sanctuary

5 SeaEarth Adventures

6 Southern Exposure Surf School

7 Torquay Surf Academy

EATING

8 Fisho’s

9 Pholklore

10 Salty Dog Cafe

11 The Kyn

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 4 Pines

13 Bells Beach Brewing

14 Blackman’s Brewery

see 10 Bomboras

SHOPPING

15 Ghanda Clothing

see 17 Quiksilver Factory Outlet

16 Reef Factory Outlet

17 Rip Curl Surf Factory Outlet

18 Rojo Torquay

INFORMATION

19 Torquay Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

It’s easy to get around Torquay by bicycle. Make your way from the main part of town along the Surf Coast Walk to Jan Juc and Bells Beach on the gravel path. You get better views of the ocean from the saddle than you do from the road.



The Surf Coast on Foot

Walk the Surf Coast’s length

The 44km Surf Coast Walk heads from Point Impossible 5km east of Torquay to Fairhaven Surf Life Saving Club. This walk is not quite as easy as others in the region, such as the Great Ocean Walk from Apollo Bay or the Great South West Walk from Portland, because it lacks free camping spots, and bush camping is not permitted. A great day hike on this route is from Bells Beach to Point Addis (16km return). For a shorter walk from Jan Juc, park at Bird Rock and walk the 3.5km gravel path that skirts the ocean to Bells Beach.

Walk – or cycle, half the route is bike-friendly – through and near three significant marine parks: Point Danger Marine Sanctuary, Point Addis Marine National Park and Eagle Rock Marine Sanctuary. Look for the vulnerable hooded plover along the coast. When it’s nesting, an area of beach and dunes is usually cordoned off to let people know (and to encourage them to keep their dogs away). Southern right whales migrate from sub-Antarctic waters to breed in winter, and they can come within 100m of the coast.

On land, you may also spot echidnas and kangaroos. Wildflowers are abundant in springtime, and the heathlands of Anglesea are renowned for their wild orchids. The best places to stand and admire the scene before you are Point Danger, Bird Rock, Point Addis, the cliffs in Anglesea (though these are eroding and you may be forced on a detour) and the wonderful Split Point Lighthouse at Aireys Inlet.

Anglesea and Aireys Inlet have cafes if you get hungry. If you’re planning an overnight stay, Anglesea has family rooms at Anglesea Backpackers. Sunnymead Hotel in Aireys Inlet is a fabulous motel conversion with a spa and pool for recovery.

Be prepared for changing weather (carry sun and rain protection) and wear sturdy, supportive footwear for the terrain. Carry snacks and drinks and a mobile phone. The Torquay Visitor Information Centre can help you plan your walk.
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Explore Koorie History

Wander a Cultural Trail

Part of the Surf Coast Walk is the easy-to-navigate Koorie Cultural Walk, off the Great Ocean Road near Point Addis. This 2km trail (one hour return) details how the Indigenous Wathaurung people lived here for millennia.

This lovely bushwalk goes through the Great Otway National Park, with echidnas and wallabies, and spectacular coastal outlooks of dramatic cliffs and pristine beaches. The small information boards give an understanding of the Wathaurung and what was important to them, including hunting possums for meat and skin and making possum-skin cloaks. Up to 30 skins would be used to create a warm, waterproof coat.

In 1836, a community of some 700 Wathaurung lived in the area. Tragically, by 1853, this number had been reduced to a mere 35 as a direct result of European settlement.


LEARN TO SURF

Honu Honi Surf Camp

Two- to seven-day surf camps for adults. Prices include accommodation, yoga and meals. Also has drop-in sessions.

SeaEarth Adventures

Runs daily surfing lessons in Torquay and Anglesea if multiple people have booked. Also offers cycling, kayaking and climbing adventures.

Southern Exposure Surf School

Operates daily two-hour learn-to-surf lessons; two or three lessons are recommended for beginners.

Torquay Surf Academy

Focuses on surfing at Torquay, Jan Juc and Point Addis.

Go Ride a Wave

One of the longest-running surf schools, it organises classes all along the coast, including Torquay and the Bellarine Peninsula.



Eating in Torquay: Food with a View

Salty Dog Cafe: This open-air cafe comes to life in the early morning with swimmers and dog walkers grabbing a coffee. 6am-3pm $

Fisho’s: Fisho’s is old Torquay at its best, serving great variations of good ol’ fish and chips, such as poke bowl, and fish tacos. noon-3pm & 5-8pm $

Pholklore: This corner spot serves Vietnamese classics around a groovy astroturfed shipping container complex. noon-3.30pm & 5-9pm $$

The Kyn: Book ahead to enjoy an exceptional Middle Eastern–inspired menu in a weatherboard house. 5-10pm Wed & Thu, 11.30am-10pm Fri-Sun $$

Making Surf History

The surf town lowdown

The once tiny town of Torquay birthed the now mega brands of Rip Curl and Quiksilver – Rip Curl was the first in 1969. Old Torquay, with its main street leading to the beach, is worth getting your teeth into, with dozens of places for smoothie bowls or more sophisticated eats.

On the outskirts of Torquay is the quieter town of Jan Juc, a hangout for surfers with a mellow, sleepy vibe that it has retained despite a growing population.

The powerful beach break of Bells Beach is part of international surfing folklore. It has hosted Australia’s premier surfing event, Rip Curl Pro, since 1973. It was here too (in name only) that Keanu Reeves and Patrick Swayze had their ultimate showdown in the film Point Break.

Bells Beach has a constant flow of cars and vans parking for a look at the action below (though you can tell when there’s no surf as there will be plenty of parking spaces). You could easily spend an hour or two observing surfers from the lookouts. They’re usually skilled and great to watch – Bells Beach is not a place for beginners!

Pay homage to surfing at the Australian National Surfing Museum, tucked behind Torquay’s surf company headquarters. This well-curated museum displays Simon Anderson’s groundbreaking 1981 thruster, Mark Richard’s retro, airbrushed board art collection and Australia’s Surfing Hall of Fame. It’s full of great memorabilia, a changing series of videos (you can also request one from the vault) and displays on surf culture from the 1960s to the 1980s.

Torquay is much more than the famous Bells Beach. Take your time to find your favourite beach closer to town, from Fishermans Beach with its early morning swimmers, to the family-friendly Front Beach. For nudists, nearby Point Impossible and Southside (near Bells Beach), are two of Victoria’s three official spots.


TORQUAY RETAIL THERAPY

A smorgasbord of surf and ski shops lines Torquay’s main thoroughfare, from big brands to local board shapers. Head to Baines Cres for discount gear.

Ghanda Clothing

A local company that has expanded. Its huge warehouse sells discount surf and street clothing.

Quiksilver Factory Outlet

One of the original surf brands out of Torquay; also sells DC Shoes and Roxy.

Reef Factory Outlet

Sells slides and shoes.

Rip Curl Surf Factory Outlet

This Torquay original sells discount surf gear, including wetsuits, bathing suits and towels.

Rojo Torquay

Women’s and girls’ ski wear, with a ‘for women, by women’ mantra.



Drinking in Torquay: Our Picks

4 Pines: This B Corp brewery in a prime upstairs surf-hub spot donates 1% of its profits to environmental causes. 11am-10pm

Bomboras: This upstairs bar looks over Fishermans Beach and has a food truck and live music. 4-9.30pm Wed-Fri, noon-9.30pm Sat & Sun in summer

Bells Beach Brewing: Enjoy a post-surf brew and grab a dish from the food trucks. 4-10pm Thu & Fri, noon-11pm Sat, to 8pm Sun

Blackman’s Brewery: Try one of the 12 core-range beers at this family-owned brewery. Book a tour (4pm Wednesdays) a week in advance. noon-late




Beyond Torquay
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Geelong to the Bellarine Peninsula and the start of the Great Ocean Road is loved for its mix of coast and hinterland.


This expanse of coast and land offers the perfect combination of physical activity, relaxation and a different view from every corner. If you didn’t get your fill of surfing in Torquay, try Anglesea or Lorne, which both have popular – usually life-saver patrolled – front beaches with waves, or 13th Beach on the Bellarine Peninsula.

Sample the seafood in Lorne and Apollo Bay before heading inland to see forests of redwoods and enjoy activities up in the trees with the kids. Families love to visit this area to surf or dig in the sand with a bucket and spade. This area makes up some of the traditional lands of the Wadawurrung people, part of the Kulin nation.
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Places

Geelong

Queenscliff

Portarlington

The Bellarine


GETTING AROUND

Driving is the most practical way to get around. Public transport is limited to buses connecting the Great Ocean Road with train stations on the Warrnambool line. Tours leave from Melbourne.

The Bellarine has better bus connections from Geelong, and a commuter ferry runs direct from Melbourne to Portarlington or Geelong. A rail trail links Geelong and Queenscliff for those who don’t mind using their own steam (feet or bike) to travel the 40km.






Geelong on Foot
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Geelong is best known for its football team – the Geelong Football Club (the Cats) – and its former life as a manufacturing base for cars and carpets. Today’s Geelong does its best to keep up with Melbourne when it comes to things to do and eat. It’s worth a visit for its museums, eye-catching foreshore and great meals.

Start at the 1 National Wool Museum, which showcases the importance of the wool industry in shaping Geelong economically, socially and architecturally. Many of the grand buildings in the area are former wool store structures, including the museum’s 1872 bluestone edifice.

Head away from the water past Johnstone Park to get an art fix at 2 Geelong Gallery, which counts more than 6000 works in its collection. It features celebrated Australian paintings, such as Eugene von Guérard’s View of Geelong and Frederick McCubbin’s A Bush Burial. Head down Gheringhap St, where families with kids aged from one to seven years old will love the 3 Museum of Play and Art. Adults and kids will enjoy playing in nature at the 4 Botanic Gardens, established in 1851. They’re the fourth oldest in Australia and make for a peaceful stroll or picnic.

Head back towards the beach to 5 Eastern Beach, with its old beach-side mineral spring water tap (you can still drink the water), a sandy beach and an art deco bathing pavilion. There’s classic European-style enclosed bay swimming, complete with diving boards, a sunbathing area and a toddler pool from the 1930s. Back towards where you began, Geelong’s sparkling 6 waterfront is a great place to stroll, with plenty of restaurants on scenic piers, plus historical landmarks, a 19th-century 7 carousel and Jan Mitchell’s 100-plus painted Baywalk Bollards.




Queenscliff Time from torquay: 45 MINS [image: img]

Swim with seals and dolphins

Get in the bay with Sea-All Dolphin Swims to swim with seals and dolphins in Port Phillip Heads Marine National Park. Seal sightings are guaranteed (they laze away seemingly oblivious to the attention, though they’re playful in the water), but dolphin sightings aren’t. Still, there’s a good chance you’ll see them, and the crew keeps a lookout.

You’re provided with the necessary equipment, including a 5mm wetsuit, snorkelling mask and flippers. The trips take in Pope’s Eye, an unfinished military fort home to an Australasian gannet breeding colony. The water is shallow and a great place to spot colourful fish and marine life while snorkelling.

The next stop is a visit to a permanent Australian fur seal colony at Chinaman’s Hat, which usually has about 30 to 40 young seals diving in the water, lounging around and being smelly. Afterwards, you start searching for dolphins. Strict regulations govern swimming with dolphins, such as not getting closer than 30m to them; however, some animal welfare organisations advise against swimming with wild marine animals.

If you’re not keen on snorkelling, you can tag along as part of the sightseeing cruise. Sea-All Dolphin Swims generally has two departures a day, with more on the schedule in summer.

Wander beautiful streets and beaches

Historic Queenscliff is a seaside town that packs a lot in. It’s at the end of a rail trail that you can walk or cycle. Queenscliff has 142 heritage-listed buildings, a fort that played an important role in both WWI and WWII (and is now a National Trust property, with a museum and tours on weekends; see fortqueenscliff.com.au), and a few glorious pubs that take you back in time.

It’s also home to the Queenscliff Music Festival – held in November each year – and great beaches. This town is just a great spot to spend a day or two breathing the sea air.

The Bellarine’s bluesy musical train

Get your foot tapping with a rocking trip on the Blues Train, which features not one but four quality blues and roots bands on different carriages, along with dinner and drinks.

The experience has been going on for more than 30 years, and while there are no hens or buck nights allowed, it can get raucous as the night progresses. The historic train leaves Queenscliff Station most Saturday nights from October to May. Check the website (thebluestrain.com.au) for performers and book ahead – as much as three months in advance – it’s popular!

[image: jpg]

Fort Queenscliff | DANS DESTINATIONS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


FORT QUEENSCLIFF’S HISTORICAL ROLE

Built in 1860, Fort Queenscliff was constructed to defend the entrance to Port Phillip Bay. It overlooks the shipping lanes heading to Geelong and Melbourne and is an example of the defensive network colonial Australia had in place until the end of WWII.

History books claim that the British Empire’s first artillery shots of WWI were fired from Fort Nepean across the bow of German freighter Pfalz, with orders coming from Fort Queenscliff. Interestingly, historians say that the same gun, albeit with a different barrel, also fired the first Australian artillery shot of WWII.



Eating in Geelong: Our Picks

Tulip: This restaurant offers only a changing chef’s selection of two or four courses. noon-2.30pm Fri & Sat, 5.30-10pm Tue-Sat $$$

La Cachette: Enjoy local produce from this bistro’s ever-changing menu. If the tables are booked, snag a seat at the bar. 5.30-10.30pm Tue-Sun $$$

Bistrot Plume: This smart cafe-restaurant offers classic French cuisine with a modern take. 7am-2.30pm Tue & Wed, to 10pm Thu-Sat $$$

Hot Chicken Project: Mains include a choice of heat for your chicken – southern, medium, hot, so damn hot and evil. noon-10pm Tue-Sun $$

Portarlington Time from torquay: 55 MINS [image: img]

Go mussel farming – and eating

Hop on a fully refurbished 40-year-old Huon pine boat with Portarlington Mussel Tours to find the mussels that grow in the waters of the Bellarine.

Lance Wiffen is the mussel farmer (or ‘cultivator’) at Sea Bounty. Watch Australian blue mussels brought up from the waters, see a cooking demonstration so you know how to cook them at home and then eat them alongside a selection of the Bellarine’s produce and wine.

Portarlington is also an easy day trip from Melbourne, and you don’t need a car. Take Port Phillip Ferries from Melbourne’s Docklands, and you land right where the tours take off.


BELLARINE’S BEST BEACHES
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Kat Barber, Bellarine local, travel writer and creator of @lovethebellarine, shares some of her favourite spots around the peninsula.

Portarlington Beach

My favourite Bellarine beach for kids. It’s shallow and in a quiet bay. In summer, there are food trucks, an ice-cream van and shade on the grass.

13th Beach

My favourite walking beach is lovely, quiet, long and clean, and you can watch the surfers coming out of the water. It’s dog-friendly.

Indented Head

Has a shipwreck, The Ozone, not far from the water, so you can snorkel around it. You can hire boats and beach boxes, and it’s a nice little cove.

Point Lonsdale Rock Pools

At low tide, you can access the rock pools.



Eating & Drinking in Portarlington: Our Picks

Little Mussel Cafe: Fresh, sustainably grown mussels pair perfectly with cocktails, great views and friendly staff. 11am-9pm Thu-Sun, to 8pm Wed $$

Staple Eatery & Deli: Smart cafe with good coffee on a side street off the main drag. 8am-10pm Thu-Sun, to 5.30pm Tue & Wed $$

Thirty Acres Distillery: Enjoy gin, live music and Texas barbecue. It’s part of Bellarine Estate, the oldest winery in the area. 11am-4pm Thu & Fri, to 10pm Sat

Bellarine Smokehouse: Grab coastal ti-tree smoked small goods from this shed door, and Ket Baker bread to take with you on your travels. 10am-4pm $


Sipping Your Way Around Bellarine

Explore wineries, breweries and distilleries

Geelong’s wine history dates back to plantings by Swiss migrants in the mid-1800s, and the resulting wines were so good they were exported back to Europe. However, the industry went into a 100-year hiatus with the discovery of the vine pest phylloxera.

Today, the peninsula is home to about 150 vineyards and 60 wineries, all of which are family-owned and -operated, and you can easily spend a day visiting them. Bellarine Estate Winery has $10 wine tastings – or the Thirty Acres Distillery is on-site if you prefer gin – and there’s also glamping accommodation. Listen to live music on Sundays at Leura Park Estate, known for its white wines. A wine tasting is $15.

Scotchmans Hill has a bunch of labels that make the most of the cool maritime atmosphere. Tastings are $15 for five wines or $20 for six premiums. Find more maritime climate wines at McGlashan’s Wallington Estate, which also has FarmDog Brewing for beer lovers and ecofriendly accommodation.
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ANGLESEA’S BEST TRAILS & SIGHTS

Hilary McAllister is an Anglesea resident, runner, and co-founder of @forwildplaces, which connects runners with conservation.

I’m lucky enough to call Wadawurrung Country home, and I love exploring the trails that weave through native bushland down to the crystal blue waters of the Southern Ocean.

On a rainy day, I love the 11km Currawong Falls loop, a top pick with hikers, bikers and runners with lots of wildflowers in spring; cascading falls in winter; and an abundance of grass trees, wallabies and views year-round.

When the sun is shining, you can’t beat the clifftop walk between Urquhart Bluff and Split Point Lighthouse, followed by a swim at Step Beach or a coffee and toastie at the Lighthouse Tea Rooms.



Eating in Anglesea: Our Picks

Love House Anglesea: Enjoy amazing beach views while eating Asian-inspired share plates. There’s a full vegan menu too. noon-10pm $$$

Poppies: Come for wholesome breakfasts, brunches and lunches at this cafe in a plant nursery off the main drag. 7.30am-3pm $

Last One Inn: Food with a South American twist. Enjoy live music and a barbecue on Sundays. 4pm-late Thu & Fri, from noon Sat & Sun $$

Four Kings: Refresh after a swim with Code Black coffee, cocktails and a changing sunset menu. 7.30am-3pm & 4-6pm Thu-Sun in summer $




Great Ocean Road

STUNNING VISTAS | NATURAL BEAUTY | WILDLIFE
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The Great Ocean Road is one of Australia’s most famous touring routes. It rolls past world-class surfing breaks, through pockets of rainforest and calm seaside towns, and under koala-filled tree canopies. It shows off sheer limestone cliffs, dairy farms and heathland, and gets you up close and personal with the crashing waves of the Southern Ocean. One of the most iconic sights is the Twelve Apostles, a group of limestone stacks jutting 45m out of the sea.

Go inland to explore one of the most extraordinary UNESCO World Heritage sites in Australia, the 6600-year-old aquaculture and 8800-year-old villages of Budj Bim. Cycle to gourmet food outlets in Timboon.

Whale- and penguin-heavy Warrnambool also has hot springs. Between Warrnambool and Port Fairy, the extinct volcano of Tower Hill has an incredible story of revegetation after colonialism and is a rare place where you can see emus, kangaroos and koalas in one spot.


GETTING AROUND

Most people drive along the Great Ocean Road or join an organised tour from Melbourne. Trains from Melbourne go to Geelong, Warrnambool and Portland, and coaches connect to Lorne and Apollo Bay. It takes about 1½ hours by bus from Apollo Bay to the Twelve Apostles, but services aren’t frequent. Gravel cyclists can head to Camperdown, hop on the Camperdown–Timboon Rail Trail, cycle 34km to Timboon and then 16km on the Twelve Apostles Trail (opened in 2023) to Port Campbell and then along the Great Ocean Road. The closest coach station to Nelson is in Dartmoor, connecting to Portland.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cape Otway Lightstation

2 Flagstaff Hill Maritime Village

3 Split Point Lighthouse

4 Timboon Railway Shed Distillery

5 Twelve Apostles

6 Warrnambool Art Gallery

SIGHTS

7 Battery Hill

8 Beauchamp Falls

9 Bridgewater Blowhole

10 Cape Bridgewater Beach

11 Cape Nelson Lighthouse

12 Erskine Falls

13 Griffiths Island

14 Griffiths Island Lighthouse

15 Logan’s Beach Whale-Watching Platform

16 Loutit Bay

17 Memorial Arch

18 Mills’ Cottage

19 Mott’s Cottage

see 9 Petrified Forest

20 Port Campbell Beach

21 Sabine Falls

22 Seal Colony Viewing Platform

23 Stevensons Falls

24 Triplet Falls

25 Wharf

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 6 Deep Blue Hot Springs

26 Enchanted Forest

27 Forrest MTB Hire

see 35 Great Ocean Walk

28 Great South West Walk

29 Live Wire Park

30 Maits Rest Rainforest Boardwalk

31 Otway Fly

see 10 Seal Colony Walk

see 10 Seals by Sea Tours

32 Wildlife Wonders

SLEEPING

33 Blanket Bay

34 Kennett River Holiday Park

EATING

35 Apollo Bay Fishermen’s Co-op

see 4 Berry World

36 Brae

see 35 Casalingo

37 Chris’s Beacon Point Restaurant

38 Coffin Sally

see 20 Grassroots Deli Cafe

see 35 Graze

39 HAH Lorne Beach

40 Home Grown

41 Ipsos

42 Lorne Central

43 Merrijig Kitchen

44 Schulz Organic Creamery & Cafe

45 Swing Bridge Cafe & Boathouse

see 4 Timboon Fine Ice Cream

46 Yve Port Fairy

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 20 Barrels Bar

see 20 Port Campbell Hotel

see 20 Sow & Piglets

47 The Stump

INFORMATION

48 Lorne Visitor Centre

see 28 Portland Visitor Centre

49 Tae Rak



Lorne Time from torquay: 50 MINS [image: img]

Splash out in the bay

Lorne’s Loutit Bay gleams, so head there for a swim; it’s patrolled. When the waves are big, it’s popular with stand-up paddleboarders, surfers and boogie boarders. Looking back from the ocean, a Great Ocean Road highlight is the view into Lorne’s beautiful tall gum trees – dotted white with cockatoos – and the strip of boutique shops.

The Lorne Visitor Centre has up-to-date information on the area. Don’t miss the Lorne Sculpture Biennale, which takes place in even-numbered years. It features ‘sight-responsive’ artwork that turns nature into an art gallery, with surprising works dotting the ocean and beach.

Get up in the trees

Lorne is a stunning spot, mostly because of its canopy of blue gum trees. You can get into the canopy at Live Wire Park, an adventure park with a state-of-the-art zip line and high-ropes tree courses. Get your thrills on the Shockwave Zip Coaster, a zip line that flies through a twisting eucalyptus-canopy circuit, covering 525m in 1½ minutes.

The two rope circuits (lasting from one to two hours) encompass swings, zip lines, tree climbs, obstacles and suspension bridges. Book in advance. Kids taller than 110cm have an hour to do the short circuit, and children over 30kg can line up for the Shockwave. The Super Circuit is challenging for those taller than 135cm.

Birregurra Time from Lorne: 35 MINS [image: img]

Fine dining in the hinterland

Regarded as one of Australia’s best restaurants and recognised among the top sustainable restaurants in the world, Brae was established in 2012 by acclaimed chef Dan Hunter. The restaurant mostly uses whatever’s growing in its 12 hectares of organic gardens, and it even grows, harvests, mills and bakes its bread on-site.

The aim is to present environmentally focused Australian cuisine, and the tasting menu is masterfully presented. There’s a matched wine offering or matched non-alcoholic beverages. Book two months in advance or check online (braerestaurant.com) for spots daily.

Forrest Time from Birregurra: 20 MINS [image: img]

Exploring Forrest’s mountain-biking trails

After logging stopped, the town of Forrest, a 45-minute drive inland from Lorne, reinvented itself as one of the best mountain-biking destinations in Australia. Forrest’s trail network has 80km of singletrack across 17 trails that cater to riders of all levels. The longest is the 12km intermediate Yaugher Super Loop. You can mountain bike down to the Lake Elizabeth car park, and the fairly flat Tiger Rail Trail links Yaugher with Forrest.

The Ride Forrest website (rideforrest.com.au) divides the trails into two different experiences. The 16 trails that make up the Southern Trail Network (which had a $2.32 million upgrade in 2023) take you through tall eucalypt forest, dry scrub and fern gullies, while the Yaugher has more XC (cyclo cross) trails and a few more black runs than the Southern Trail Network.

Forrest MTB Hire has a wealth of info and arranges tours; it also has accommodation. It’s best to book bikes in advance. In late February, the town hosts the Otway Odyssey MTB Marathon.


Find platypuses and glow worms

Located 7km from Forrest is scenic Lake Elizabeth, famous for its population of platypuses and surreal scenery of dead trees jutting from the glassy water. It wasn’t a lake until a landslide in the 1950s blocked the river that it once was.

Otway Eco Tours (platypustours.net.au) runs canoe trips at dusk and dawn to spot platypuses. If you take the dusk tour, you’ll also see glow worms lining the bank as you walk from the car park to the lake.

It’s a gravel road down to the lake, and there’s no mobile signal. It’s an ideal spot to camp to truly get away from it all, but book your campsite through the Parks Victoria website (parks.vic.gov.au) before you go off grid.
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TOP FIVE LORNE WATERFALLS

Erskine Falls

About 10km outside of Lorne is this lovely 30m waterfall. It’s an easy walk from the car park to the viewing platform (15 minutes return) or down slippery steps to its base (30 minutes return).

Triplet Fall

Take the 2km path to view three falls cascading.

Beauchamp Falls

A 2.5km return walk through forest to this waterfall. It’s a bit of a hike back up.

Stevensons Falls

A 650m return wheelchair-accessible walk takes you through redwood trees to the falls.

Sabine Fall

This challenging walk can be subject to mud and overgrowth, but it’s in a beautiful rainforest.



Eating in Lorne: Best Lunches

HAH Lorne Beach: The menu of this health-conscious foreshore cafe is loaded with superfoods, protein balls and salads. 8am-3pm Fri-Wed $

Ipsos: This popular taverna has a menu of Greek-influenced sharing plates. Starters include grilled king prawns and octopus. noon-10pm Thu-Mon $$$

Swing Bridge Cafe & Boathouse: This cafe at the historic 1934 swing bridge has an appealing retro summer feel. 7am-4pm $

Lorne Central: A great spot for a morning coffee and a chat (or an eavesdrop), with a solid breakfast menu. 6.30am-3pm, to 5pm summer $$

Kennett River Time from Forrest: 25 MINS [image: img]

Koalas and glow worms

Kennett River is a tiny town with a big koala population, and you can spot them behind Kennett River Holiday Park.

Another awe-inspiring sighting comes after sunset, so plan to spend at least one hour in the dark, because 6km up Grey River Rd, glow worms shine at night. Glow worms are the bioluminescent maggots of a mosquito-like fly (gnat), and they look brilliant as they cling to the damp, cool walls beside the road. It’s a must-do on the Great Ocean Road.

Beech Forest Time from Kennett River: 45 MINS [image: img]

Otway treetop adventures

About 100km away from Lorne’s Live Wire Park is the Otway Fly, an elevated steel walkway suspended in the forest canopy. It includes a swaying lookout tower 50m above the forest floor.

Kids will enjoy the enchanted forest, and most can test their bravery on the guided 2½-hour zip line tour – book ahead to get in (otwayfly.com.au). Kids 13 and older can do it without their parents. It’s much cheaper to buy tickets online.

Picnic in a redwood forest

Discover a small but stunning stretch of California redwoods (giant sequoias) on Binns Rd, a 45-minute drive from Apollo Bay. Bring a picnic lunch and find a spot, perhaps down by the gurgling Aire River, and be swept up in the magnificence of these tall trees that were planted in 1936 as a timber trial.

They’re about 60m tall now and thriving. It’s a hilly spot, with plenty of hide-and-seek opportunities. There are picnic tables if you prefer not to have a blanket of pine needles beneath you, and a public toilet is across the road. Dogs are not allowed. It’s a great spot to explore for at least 30 minutes, but allow more time to get here as the roads are not great and you need to watch for trucks.


BUILDING THE GREAT OCEAN ROAD

Construction began on the Great Ocean Road, an engineering marvel, in 1919, and it was completed in 1932. The route opened up the entire coastline between Anglesea and Apollo Bay, connecting the isolated coastal towns with the rest of Victoria and the rest of the world. Now, millions of tourists drive it each year.

The Great Ocean Road was a monumental effort that involved more than 3000 workers, mostly returned WWI soldiers, and initial construction was done by hand with picks, shovels and crowbars. At Eastern View (just after Fairhaven en route to Lorne), you’ll find the Diggers sculpture, which sits beneath the historic Memorial Arch and depicts an ex-WWI soldier labourer. Learn more from the history display at the Great Ocean Road Heritage Centre inside Lorne Visitor Centre.



Apollo Bay Time from Beech Forest: 50 MINS [image: img]

Explore a wildlife sanctuary

A social enterprise 5km from Apollo Bay, Wildlife Wonders is a 12-hectare animal sanctuary with bandicoots and potoroos, creatures so rare that you’re unlikely to see them elsewhere in the region.

The 75-minute nature tour immerses you in this beautiful environment. You meet your conservationist guide and learn about the Otways’ environment while walking on paths that look over the ocean. Because the wildlife is free roaming, there’s no guarantee of what you’ll see, but koalas, emus, swamp wallabies and eastern grey kangaroos are likely sightings.

Australian wildlife is more active at dawn and dusk, and Wildlife Wonders offers tours at those times too (Wednesday and Friday for the dusk tours and Tuesday and Thursday for dawn). These two-hour tours include either dinner or breakfast. The 1.4km walking path is accessible, including for visitors using crutches or wheelchairs and families with prams.
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Walk along the great ocean

The incredible 104km Great Ocean Walk begins in Apollo Bay and heads west along the Great Ocean Road to the Twelve Apostles. You hike along spectacular clifftops, past deserted beaches into the dense eucalypt forests of Great Otway National Park. You can catch a train and then a coach from Melbourne to Apollo Bay daily.

Prebook hiker-only campsites (bookings.parks.vic.gov.au) or choose from one of the 15 licensed tour operators that can do it all, from providing shuttles, carrying your gear and supplying a personal chef to organising tours with yoga sessions and luxury accommodation. Check the Parks Victoria website for licensed tour operators (parks.vic.gov.au).

Travellers with only a day to spare can walk the stunning 10km from Blanket Bay to Cape Otway Lightstation.

Don’t miss this green detour

Between Apollo Bay and the Twelve Apostles, the 800m Maits Rest Rainforest Boardwalk takes you through an ancient forest that is enthralling and majestic. Keep an eye out for the black-shelled carnivorous and endangered Otway snail, and look up at the giant mountain ash eucalyptus, the tallest flowering plants in the world – they’d tower over the Sydney Opera House if they were side by side. The ferns are within reach, and photo opportunities abound in the ever-changing greens of this protected – and never logged – forest. It’s located 4km northeast of the turnoff to Cape Otway.


SAVING THE OTWAYS

Formed in 1996, Otway Ranges Environment Network (OREN), is a grassroots environmental group. They won a dramatic battle in 2008 against forestry bureaucracy and private companies to protect the amazing old-growth forests of the Otways from logging, predominantly for woodchips to become tissue and toilet paper.

The Otways had been logged since colonisation, and clear-felling meant that swathes of old-growth forest were disappearing fast. OREN organised nonviolent protests, including tree sits during the campaign, to stop areas being logged in Sabine Falls and Wilddog Ridge near Apollo Bay (now a national park).

Thanks to the persistent campaign by OREN, the clear-fell logging and woodchipping of native forest on public land in the Otways is now banned.



Eating in Apollo Bay: Our Picks

Apollo Bay Fishermen’s Co-op: The best fish and chips in town is directly on the wharf. Most seafood is caught locally. 11am-7pm Tue-Sun $

Chris’s Beacon Point Restaurant: Feast on memorable ocean views, seafood and Greek-influenced dishes. 8.30-10am & 6pm-late $$$

Casalingo: The best Italian food you’ll get for some distance, Casalingo is a no-brainer if you’re after pizza or house-made pasta. 5.30-9.30pm $$

Graze: Specialising in making local produce taste great. The menu includes jerked local venison and local charred octopus. 5-9pm Tue-Sat $$

Port Campbell Time from Twelve Apostles: 15 MINS [image: img]

Swim in a stunning bay

The small, laid-back coastal town of Port Campbell was named after Scottish captain Alexander Campbell, a whaler and colonist who took refuge here on trading voyages between Tasmania and Port Fairy. The Eastern Maar are the Traditional Owners of the land.

It’s a picturesque spot with some great little eating and drinking spots, which makes it an ideal place to debrief after visiting the Twelve Apostles. Its pretty bay has a lovely sandy beach bookended by cliffs, and it’s one of the few safe places for swimming along this tempestuous stretch of coast. On a sunny day, the water sparkles in irresistible iridescent shades of green and blue.

The bike-friendly Twelve Apostles Trail to Timboon (and further along to Camperdown via the Camperdown–Timboon Rail Trail) begins (or ends) here.


LIGHTHOUSES OF THE GREAT OCEAN ROAD

Cape Nelson Lighthouse

This 32m-high lighthouse built in 1884 was constructed of local stone.

Cape Otway Lightstation

Mainland Australia’s oldest surviving lighthouse was built in 1848 without mortar by 40 stonemasons. There’s a charge to see it up close.

Split Point Lighthouse

Scale the 136 steps to the top of the beautiful ‘White Queen’ lighthouse. Built in 1891, the 34m-high lighthouse is now fully automated. Self-guided tours cost $10.

Griffiths Island Lighthouse

This small lighthouse has guided ships into Port Fairy since 1859.

Lady Bay Lighthouse

Built on Middle Island in 1858 and moved to Flagstaff Hill Maritime Village.



Drinking in Port Campbell: Our Picks

Barrels Bar: Serves fancy bar snacks, such as whisky beef sliders, whisky-tasting paddles and bay views. 2-8pm Mon-Fri, from noon Sat & Sun

Port Campbell Hotel: Offers drinks, an open fire, live music and pub meals (curries and lamb shanks) if you’re hungry. 11am-1am Mon-Sat, noon-11pm Sun

Sow & Piglets: German beers are on the menu at this microbrewery and brewpub named after the Twelve Apostles’ original moniker. 2-8pm

Grassroots Deli Cafe: Has a range of local beers, cider and wine by the glass or bottle. Grab some gourmet supplies for the road. 8am-3pm




TOP EXPERIENCE
Twelve Apostles


Port Campbell National Park is best known for the limestone stacks that jut out of the wild ocean: the Twelve Apostles. They change over the years, shaped by weathering and erosion, and some disappear completely. It’s this changing landscape – forged by the harsh environment – that makes them so enthralling. Visit at sunrise or sunset to double that feeling of awe.



[image: jpg]

Twelve Apostles | BRUCE GRAHAM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for opening hours and access information.

[image: ]



How Many Apostles?

Despite the name, the Twelve Apostles are not 12 in number and, from all records, never have been. From the viewing platform, you can count seven, but some may obscure the others.

The Apostles are known as ‘stacks’ in geological parlance, and they were originally called the ‘Sow and Piglets’. In the 1960s, someone (nobody can recall whom) thought they might attract tourists with a more venerable name, so the formations were renamed the Apostles. Since apostles come in a dozen, the number 12 was added sometime later. The two stacks on the eastern (Otway) side of the viewing platform are not technically among the Apostles – they’re Gog and Magog.

The soft limestone cliffs are dynamic and changeable, with constant erosion from the unceasing waves. One 70m-high stack collapsed into the sea in 2005, and the Island Archway lost its archway in 2009.


DON’T MISS

Twelve Apostles

Gibson Steps

Bay of Islands

London Bridge

The Grotto

Bay of Martyrs

Penguins



Walk the Gibson Steps

Once you’ve stopped at the visitors centre with its souvenirs and cafe, and under the Great Ocean Road itself to see the view of the Twelve Apostles, walk to the Gibson Steps (2.2km return). These 86 steps, hacked by hand into the cliffs by 19th-century landowner Hugh Gibson (and now replaced by concrete ones), lead down to wild Gibson Beach. You can walk along the beach, but be careful not to get stranded by high tides.

A Bird’s-Eye View

Helicopters whizz around the Twelve Apostles (12apostleshelicopters.com.au), but they’re usually not rescuing trapped tourists, such as the two people who were on London Bridge when it collapsed. Instead, visitors are seeing the Twelve Apostles, Loch Ard Gorge, the Sentinel, the Arch and London Bridge from above. It’s a recommended splurge.

Loch Ard Gorge, the site of a famous shipwreck and blowhole, should be reopened for land-based access in 2025.
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Watch a Penguin Parade

Stay at the Twelve Apostles or London Bridge after sunset and bring binoculars to watch the parade of penguins on the sand below. Little penguins (Eudyptula minor, also known as fairy penguins) generally appear about 15 minutes after the sun goes down, moving across the sand to their burrows.

About 800 penguins live at the Twelve Apostles. Fewer are at London Bridge, but here, you’re closer to them.



Four Great Ocean Road Detours

It’s tempting to drive past the turnoffs to get to the main attraction, but pull over and enjoy the not-quite-main attractions that are worth stopping for. There’s a string of rock stacks, some arguably more scenic than the Apostles themselves.

London Bridge was once connected to the land, but the link eroded, and it collapsed in 1990.

The Bay of Islands is a beautiful sweep of bay with several limestone pillars, with a beach to the left and caves to the right. It’s a short walk with two viewpoints.

Stop at the Bay of Martyrs and take a quick walk along a path and down the steps to a small bay. Breathe deep, get the sand between your toes, and check out the flotsam and jetsam that’s washed up.

For one of the most photogenic stops, follow a 700m boardwalk and trail down steps to The Grotto and take in the surreal sight: the great ocean and a blue pool, both seen through a huge natural porthole.


TOP TIPS

• Visit the Twelve Apostles in the morning for a quieter experience. Once the buses roll in from Melbourne (between noon and 3pm), you’ll be competing for the best photo spots. Evening can be busy too with photographers vying for the best sunset shot.

• Nearby restaurants close at 8pm, so have a contingency plan if you’re staying to see the penguins. Consider bringing supplies and using a local town’s free barbecues.

• Some nearby viewpoints offer better views of the limestone stacks than the official lookout.






Timboon Time from Port Campbell: 15 MINS [image: img]

Indulge in inland treats

Timboon has become a gourmet centre, and boutique accommodation has opened up to cater for those who’ve realised Timboon is a family-friendly foodie and cycling destination rather than just a drive-through town. Cyclists can get on the Camperdown–Timboon Rail Trail and continue on the Twelve Apostles Trail, which takes you to Port Campbell on the Great Ocean Road.

Eat your way along the Twelve Apostles Food Artisans Trail (12apostlesfoodartisans.com.au). Order terrific ice cream at Timboon Fine Ice Cream. Across a little river is Timboon Railway Shed Distillery, which has made award-winning single malt whisky as well as vodka and liqueurs since 2007. It has Australia’s biggest spirit wall (218 and counting), and you can sample them all.

Head slightly out of Timboon to find Berry World. From October to April, you can pick your own strawberries or buy them pre-picked at the cafe. Further out, by the Twelve Apostles Trail, is Schulz Organic Creamery and Cafe, where you can buy organic dairy products from the huge farm. The cafe does great food and cakes.

If you’re somehow still hungry, carry on out of town for the full 88km-long route; allow at least five hours. Brochures and maps are also available at information centres along the way.


MAREMMA PROJECT

One of the more interesting conservation efforts taking place in Australia, the Maremma Project has worked wonders in restoring Warrnambool’s once-fledgling penguin colony. Maremmas (purebred white sheepdogs from Italy) were introduced to Middle Island in 2006 to protect little penguins from predators, namely foxes, which had decimated the penguin population. In 1999, some 600 penguins lived on Middle Island, but as few as 10 had survived by 2005, as foxes had found a way to reach the island at low tide. The population was ravaged by foxes again in 2017 when bad weather meant that the Maremmas couldn’t reach the island, but the population is now back to 100. It’s not possible to visit the island.



Warrnambool Time from Timboon: 45 MINS [image: img]

Watch for whales

Southern right whales come to mate and nurse their young in the waters near Logan’s Beach from July to September, breaching and fluking off the excellent ‘Whale Nursery’ platform. The males, yearlings and young adults remain further out to sea.

It’s a major tourist drawcard, but sightings are not guaranteed, and some years are better than others. Before you pack your winter woollies to do a bit of spotting, call the information centre (03-5559 4620) or check the Warrnambool Whale Watch Facebook page (facebook.com/warrnamboolwhalewatch) or visitwarrnambool.com.au to see if the cetaceans are about.
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Immerse yourself in hot springs

A hot addition to Warrnambool in 2019 was Deep Blue Hot Springs. It’s a family-friendly option if you’re here in winter for whale-watching but the whales are not.

The Deep Blue Hotel has had a small indoor pool under its large hotel for years (it’s still there, and costs $25 for an hour’s dip), but a huge redevelopment has seen the owners take this naturally hot, mineral-rich water and bring it outside into the salty beachside air.

Bring your own bathing suit and towel (or hire one) and get changed before exploring the 10 or so pools, which range from hot to very hot (42°C) to a cool plunge pool.

They’re a sensory delight, with aromatherapy and light therapy, waterfalls, and caves. The water comes from the Dilwyn Aquifer, some 850m below the site, which is rich with calcium, magnesium and silica.

The best times to come are when it’s raining and/or windy and wild – soaking in the water feels like being cocooned by the warmth of nature. Book a two- or three-hour session. The early morning sessions are cheaper, but as the sun goes down and the lights come on, the longer twilight sessions (for those aged 16 and older) are quite special.

Riding the rail trail

A great way to get to know this area is to cycle it. The Warrnambool to Port Fairy Rail Trail has smooth paths connecting these two seaside towns. The rail trail takes in the picturesque volcano of Tower Hill and the blossoming town of Koroit. You’ll also cycle through swamplands and along the Merri River before finishing (or starting) at Warrnambool’s Breakwater.


You can catch the train from Melbourne to Warrnambool with your bike and then ride the 37.5km trail to Port Fairy, or hire a bike at Port Fairy and head to Koroit for a picnic, a popular shorter option that still incorporates Tower Hill.

Warrnambool Bus Lines can also take bikes if space is available. Call 5562 5748 to confirm.


SHIPWRECK COAST

When sailing ships ruled the sea, Victoria’s beautiful and rugged southwestern coastline was treacherous, with 638 known shipwrecks (only 240 of which have been discovered) because of reefs and heavy fog. Between the 1830s and the 1930s, more than 200 ships were torn apart along the so-called Shipwreck Coast between Cape Otway and Port Fairy.

From the early 1850s to the late 1880s, Victoria’s gold rush and the subsequent economic boom brought countless shiploads of prospectors and hopefuls from Europe, North America and China. After spending months at sea, many vessels (and lives) were lost on the ‘home straight’. This area has plenty of reminders, including some 50 monuments as part of the Historic Shipwreck Trail, which begins in Port Fairy.



Tower Hill Time from Warrnambool: 15 MINS [image: img]

Drive into a crater lake

Welcome to Victoria’s first national park, established in 1892. Turn off the main road connecting Warrnambool with Port Fairy and descend winding roads onto a bridge that crosses the crater lake of a volcano. You’ll see cone-shaped hills rising from the lakes.

Park the car, head up the peak for outstanding views of the great ocean beyond and enjoy being in the middle of a volcano that erupted 35,000 years ago. Head back down the peak and keep driving. The circular information centre (closed at the time of research) was designed by legendary architect Robin Boyd. An interesting mix of Australian animals meander around, and it’s one of the only spots where you can see koalas, kangaroos and emus in one place.

After a century of deforestation and environmental degradation, a detailed 1855 painting of Tower Hill by Eugene von Guérard (now exhibited in the Warrnambool Art Gallery) was used to identify species for a replanting program. More than 300,000 trees have been replanted since 1961.

[image: jpg]

Emus, Tower Hill | STEPHANE SPATAFORA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Port Fairy is within the clan territory of the Dhauwurd Wurrung, also known as the Gunditjmara. This word itself means ‘belonging to person’, and the Gunditjmara are traditionally river and lake people.

Port Fairy was originally named Belfast after Irishman James Atkinson envisaged a town and acquired a large expanse of land in 1843.

The name wasn’t permanent, and a plebiscite in 1887 renamed it Port Fairy after the cutter boat Fairy that entered the bay during a sealing expedition in 1828.Griffiths Island got its name from John Griffiths, who established the whaling industry on the island in the 1830s.

Nearby, Irish-sounding Koroit actually gets its name from the First Nations Koroitch Gundidj people.



Port Fairy Time from Tower Hill: 15 MINS [image: img]

Historic buildings and a seaside vibe

Port Fairy has historic buildings at every turn, including one of Victoria’s oldest surviving homes: Mills’ Cottage. Built in the early 1840s, it has early joinery and original wallpaper. Mott’s Cottage is made of three buildings from different periods and is one of the oldest buildings in the district, from about 1842. It offers a good insight into the houses the early settlers lived in. Check nationaltrust.org.au for opening hours for both.

The Stump in Port Fairy (aka the Caledonian Inn) has the title of the oldest continuing licenced venue in Victoria (circa 1844).

Across the bridge from Port Fairy’s picturesque harbour, Battery Hill is worthy of exploration. Cannons and fortifications were positioned here in 1887 to protect the town from the perceived threat of Russian warships. Keep an eye out for black wallabies. Battery Hill was originally used as a flagstaff, so the commanding views don’t disappoint.

In the 1850s, the town’s wharf was one of the busiest in Australia, serving as the main departure point for ships heading to England laden with wool, gold and wheat. Today, plenty of vessels still visit this charming marina, from luxury yachts to weather-worn fishing boats.

A lighthouse was built on Griffiths Island in 1859 so seamen could locate the bay.

Griffiths Island’s shearwater show

Not to be outdone by Warrnambool’s penguins, Port Fairy is home to a short-tailed shearwater (mutton bird) colony, which hangs out on Griffiths Island from around 19 to 25 September, departing after mating between 9 and 13 November and returning for egg laying around 22 to 26 November, as noted by G Bowker, a local birdwatcher, from 1963 to 1973.

The birds return to the same nest burrow each year and usually have the same mating partner. From September to April, head to the viewing platform to see them return to their nests at dusk: it’s like something out of The Birds.

Budj Bim National Park Time from Port Fairy: 40 MINS [image: img]

Explore a World Heritage site

Budj Bim National Park was inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List in 2019, the only site in Australia designated ‘cultural’ because of its First Nations history. The Traditional Owners, the Gunditjmara, run an information centre and cafe at Tae Rak, some 50km inland from Portland.

They’re ready to take you around their land and tell the stories that have been passed down by ancestors. Oral history is vital to First Nations people, and on a tour, you get to experience that firsthand. It’s possible to see some of the sites yourself, and information boards are helpful, but having Gunditjmara cultural guides explaining history from their perspective beats reading an information board.

The day-long tour (book at budjbim .com .au/ visit/ tae -rak -aquaculture -centre) takes you by bus to see a heritage site that only a few have the keys to: Kurtonitj. Here, you walk the raised boardwalk to an old hollow manna gum, used as an oven for some 220 years to smoke eel. The tree is some 330 years old. You’ll also be shown 8800-year-old stone house villages and complex aquaculture systems, built more than 6600 years ago and managed seasonally.

Guides explain the incredible lifecycle of the area’s eels and their journey to the Coral Sea near Vanuatu and how they return on the East Australian Current. You’ll learn about the volcano that exploded 37,000 years ago and the story of its creation. (You can take the 2.6km hike around the crater separately.)

It’s an extraordinary day filled with stories, and depending on the weather and season, you might see eels, koalas, yellow-tailed black cockatoos, and copperhead and tiger snakes. If you sign up for the day tour, an excellent lunch is included at Tae Rak, where you get to try the eel. The cafe is open to all for breakfast and lunch from Wednesday to Sunday.


SURVIVAL STORY

The stone structures in Budj Bim were created before many more well-known monuments and events in the world: before the first Olympics; the building of the pyramids in Egypt; Via Appia, the famous Roman road; Angkor Wat in Cambodia; and Newgrange in Ireland. Despite serious obstacles, including a farmer removing the eel-smoking trees from the land, leaving only one (which was then struck by lightning), this historic area remains. This place’s story reaches back to the eruption of Mt Eccles, when an ancestral creation being revealed itself in the landscape. Thankfully, now protected, the story, from those who first told it, can continue.



Eating in Port Fairy: Our Picks

Coffin Sally: This former coffin-maker’s premises serves traditional thin-crust pizzas, craft beer and cocktails. 4-10pm Mon-Sat $

Home Grown: The food is well thought-out and has Sri Lankan flavours. The spicy avo smash hits your tastebuds with verve. 8am-4pm Wed-Sun $

Merrijig Kitchen: Enjoy great dining with a seasonal menu that owner–chef Tanya Connellan changes daily. 6-11pm Fri-Mon $$

Yve Port Fairy: This restaurant in a historic building brings Italian deliciousness to breakfast and lunch. 8am-2.30pm Tue-Sat $$

Portland Time from Budj Bim National Park: 1 HR [image: img]

Hike Victoria’s southwest

The 250km signposted Great South West Walk begins and ends at the Portland Visitor Centre. On this trek, hikers see some of the southwest’s most stunning natural scenery, from the remote blustery coast to the river system of Lower Glenelg National Park and the hinterland to Portland.

The whole loop takes about 10 days, but it can be tackled in smaller sections. Parts can be done as day walks or even a two-hour loop. One of the shortest sections is the Enchanted Forest, a 3km out-and-back hike on the way to Cape Nelson.

Walk or drive to Cape Nelson to check out the lighthouse . Maps are available from visitor centres. All About Us Bus in Portland has shuttles for the walk. Book at the visitor centre.

Cape Bridgewater Time from Portland: 20 MINS [image: img]

See seals and a blowhole

The tiny town of Cape Bridgewater has a wheelchair-accessible beach. After a swim, continue along the road to the stunning Bridgewater Blowhole (where the turbulent water shoots straight up when the weather’s wild) and Petrified Forest.

Join a boat tour with Seals by Sea (sealbyseatours.com.au) to see Australian and long-nosed fur seals launch from a jetty on the Great South West Walk. You might be lucky and see dolphins too.

If you prefer to see your fur seals from a distance, the 6.8km Seal Colony Walk is along the clifftop. View them in all their glory (without the smell) from the Seal Colony Viewing Platform. You might be able to spot blue whales from this area too if they’re passing by.
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KEEPING WILDLIFE WILD

An abundance of wildlife lives along the Great Ocean Road, but human interaction affects it on a daily basis. Koalas and wombats have no street sense and often wander across the road, while kangaroos can come leaping from seemingly nowhere right in front of your car.

Avoid driving at dawn and dusk, but if you must, drive slower at these times. If you hit a wild animal, call Wildlife Rescue (03-8400 7300). If it has a pouch, check it to see if any young have survived. Feeding wild animals is counter-productive because they then depend on humans for food. Human food can transmit disease and cause dietary deficiencies. Feeding wild animals can encourage aggressive behaviour.



Nelson Time from Cape Bridgewater: 45 MINS [image: img]

Explore secret rivers and caves

Hidden away in Victoria’s far southwestern corner is one of the state’s most scenic spots, Lower Glenelg National Park. The Glenelg River flows through jagged limestone cliffs and gorges and is a popular spot to hit the water.

Exploring the 75km stretch of scenic river along Lower Glenelg National Park on a multiday canoe trip is one of Victoria’s best secret adventures, with eight campsites set aside for kayakers and canoeists only. They must be prebooked through Parks Victoria (parks.vic.gov.au). Nelson Canoe Hire can sort you out for canoes, transfers and camping.

The Glenelg River Canoe Trail stretches from Dartmoor to Nelson and is perfect for flat-water canoeing. Along the way is Princess Margaret Rose Cave, a limestone cavern known for its surreal, gleaming calcite formations (temporarily closed at the time of research).


WHALE SPOTTING

Southern right whales and humpbacks are often seen from the Great Ocean Road, and it’s possible (though rare) to spot blue whales. One possible sighting point is the blowhole and petrified forest near Cape Bridgewater.

Southern right whales have no dorsal fin and have short, almost square pectoral fins. Look for callosities (white growths) on their heads.

Humpbacks have a knobbly head and dorsal hump. They’re the ones you’re more likely to see breaching and slapping flippers and flukes. They have smooth heads.

Blue whales are usually identified by their size. They have sleek and slender bodies and are a mottled blue colour.






Wilsons Promontory

BEAUTIFUL BEACHES | SUBLIME VISTAS | ROCK FORMATIONS
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Love wilderness bushwalking, stunning coastal scenery and secluded white-sand beaches? Then you’ll love the Prom.

Given its proximity to Melbourne, its 80km of walking tracks, its swimming and surf beaches, and abundant wildlife, it’s hardly surprising that South Gippsland’s Wilsons Promontory is one of the most popular national parks in Australia. The Prom Sanctuary Project will seal it from introduced predators, making it Victoria’s largest conservation sanctuary for native creatures.

The southernmost part of mainland Australia, the Prom once formed part of a land bridge that allowed people to walk to Tasmania. The Brataualung clan from the Gunai and Kurnai Nation are the Traditional Custodians of this land.

The Tidal River, a stunning 30km drive from the park entrance, is the hub and home to the Parks Victoria office, a general store and cafe, with campsites and cabins. Parks Victoria has made Wilsons Promontory inclusive for people with different abilities; book equipment at the Parks Victoria office.


GETTING AROUND

Tidal River is 224km southeast of Melbourne. There’s no direct public transport between Melbourne and the Prom. The closest towns accessible by V/Line bus from Melbourne are Fish Creek and Foster. From there, you need to find a lift. For hike-in campsites, you need to take in your own water and food, and take them out. Licensed tour operators offer amphibious vehicle and bicycle tours; see the Parks Victoria website (parks.vic.gov.au). There’s no fuel at Tidal River, and the closest petrol pump is in Yanakie, 7km north of the park’s entrance.
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Tidal River’s wildlife is tame, but to prevent disease, don’t feed the animals or birds. Drive slowly throughout the area to avoid hitting wildlife.



Long Walks of Wilsons Prom

Pack your gear and explore

Marked walking trails around this pocket of Victoria guide you through forests, marshes, valleys of tree ferns, low granite mountains and beaches lined with sand dunes. The Tidal River Visitor Centre has brochures, and rangers can offer suggestions based on how much time you have and what you want to see.

The best overnight hike, the Southern Prom Hike (Southern Circuit) is a two-day walk that starts at Telegraph Saddle and heads down Telegraph Track to overnight at beautiful Little Waterloo Bay (12km, 4½ hours). The next day, walk on to Sealers Cove via the lovely beach at Refuge Cove and return to Telegraph Saddle (20km, 7½ hours). At the time of writing, the track was temporarily closed between Sealers Cove and Telegraph Saddle. Check with rangers for updates.

The most popular long-distance hike, the Lighthouse Walk (Southern Circuit) is a moderate 51km circuit across to Sealers Cove from Tidal River (check that it’s reopened) to Refuge Cove, Waterloo Bay and the lighthouse, and then back to Tidal River via Oberon Bay. Allow three days and coordinate your walk with tide times at Sealers Cove. You can visit or stay at the lighthouse by prior arrangement. Heading here via the Waterloo trek makes a five-day hike in total.

For something shorter (but still long), try Sealers Cove. This popular 19km hike (six hours return) takes you through pristine forest and along boardwalks that lead to a gorgeous sandy cove. Book the campsite online (parks.vic.gov.au) if you want to spend the night.


Mt Oberon Summit, starting from the Telegraph Saddle car park, is a moderate-to-hard 7km-return walk. It’s an ideal introduction to the Prom, with stunning panoramic views from the summit.

In the north of the park, Vereker Outlook leads from the Five Mile Rd car park (6km, two hours return) through varied bush landscapes and past granite boulders with fantastic coastal views along the way.

Family- & Autism-Friendly Wilsons Prom

Adventures for all

Parks Victoria has guides on autism-friendly visits for Wilsons Prom, designed for people on the autism spectrum, with a social script for both children and adults. The children’s version contains some of the following experiences in easy-to-understand language, alongside pictures so that kids know what to expect.

Lilly Pilly Gully Nature Walk is an easy 5km (1½-hour) return stroll through heathland and eucalypt forest with lots of wildlife. Walk to the rainforest and along the boardwalk and check out the tall trees and the stream. Keep a look out for the Eastern yellow robin and superb fairy-wren. This trail is good for visitors with limited mobility too.

In the north of the park, Prom Wildlife Walk is a 2.3km (45-minute) loop trail that provides potential sightings of kangaroos, wallabies and emus. It’s off the main road about 14km south of the park entrance, almost halfway to Tidal River.

Beautiful, golden Norman Beach, the Prom’s most popular stretch of sand, is conveniently located at the Tidal River campground. It’s patrolled by surf life-savers in January. At other times, don’t swim beyond waist depth as there are currents.

At Tidal River, hunt for Whale Rock. This cetacean-shaped rock formation is one of many that line the banks of the Tidal River. It is a stunning area and a great place to take the kids swimming in the tea-coloured water.

Dig in your feet to make sounds in the sand at Squeaky Beach. It’s one of the Prom’s most beautiful beaches, with a lovely sweep of white sand, striking blue waters and red-brown-orange lichen-splattered rocks along the shore. The Squeaky Beach Nature Walk is an easy 5km (two-hour) return path from the Tidal River through coastal tea trees and banksias.


WILSONS PROMONTORY TIPS

You don’t need to be a hiker to enjoy some of the park’s beauty, and car park access off Tidal River Rd leads to gorgeous beaches and lookouts. Equipment is available for visitors with disabilities, including beach wheelchairs, personal hoists and utility chairs. Ask at the Park Victoria office.

All of the Prom’s beaches have dangerous rips, so swimming here is generally not advised. The only patrolled beach is at Norman Bay (Tidal River) during January; otherwise, don’t head out beyond your waist.

There’s no free camping, and the Prom is packed in holiday season. The closest cheapest camping ($10 per vehicle) is at Meeniyan Recreation Reserve.



Wilsons Prom’s Best Beaches

Sun and sand

The most popular beach is Norman Beach, which is easy to access from Tidal River. Waterloo Bay is frequently named one of the world’s best beaches for its white sand and no litter – maybe because it’s a three- to four-hour walk to get to from Tidal River!

Start the Three Bays Walk – 6.2km one way – at Picnic Bay with an exploration of the intertidal pools and some beachcombing. The second stop on the walk is Whisky Bay, popular for surfing and fishing. Squeaky Beach is the last stop on the Three Bays Walk.




Beyond Wilsons Prom
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Beyond the main roads and towns are some of the state’s most absorbing, unspoiled and beautiful wilderness areas and beaches.


Along Victoria’s east coast, Wilsons Promontory National Park is only the start when it comes to stirring beaches. Epic Ninety Mile Beach is so long that it has several entry points, while Cape Conran Coastal Park and Croajingolong National Park have their own distinctive beauty. Metung has its hot springs, and the nearby Lakes Entrance is upscaling with new tourism offerings. Cut to seaside Paynesville where nearby Raymond Island is a winner for its cute ferry transfer and koala population.

Inland, the Buchan Caves are a must-see attraction, though the area’s forests are still scarred from 2019/2020’s catastrophic fires. On the eastern tip of Victoria, Mallacoota is staging a comeback and is as stunning as ever.

Places

Meeniyan

Nyora

Tarra-Bulga National Park

Yarram

Raymond Island

Buchan

Bairnsdale

Metung

Lakes Entrance

Cape Conran Coastal Park

Croajingolong National Park

Mallacoota


GETTING AROUND

While public transport is useful for reaching the towns, you’ll need your own wheels to visit the national parks. Gippsland has several rail trails – bike paths along disused railway lines – which are a lovely way to get from A to B, away from the busy roads, and more are in development.

By car from Melbourne, the most common routes are via the Princes Hwy (A1) when heading east to Lakes Entrance.



Meeniyan Time from Wilsons Prom: 1 HR [image: img]

Enjoy some town hall music

The unassuming town of Meeniyan is known for cheap camping at the Meeniyan Recreation Reserve (the closest cheap camping to Wilsons Promontory) and Meeniyan Town Hall, which turns this tiny village into Victoria’s place to be, depending on who’s playing.

It seats about 250 people, and the gigs are usually sit-down affairs with tables and chairs. Everyone brings picnic hampers filled with way more than they can eat or drink. Past performers include The Waifs, Paul Kelly, and Amyl and the Sniffers. The lineup often has an Irish bent. Tickets usually sell out fast, but if you’re heading this way, see who’s on. Tickets may be available at the door.

Nyora Time from Wilsons Prom: 1 HR 35 MINS [image: img]

Explore South Gippsland by rail trail

Ride the ups and downs of the Great Southern Rail Trail from Nyora to Port Welshpool (109km) and from Welshpool to Yarram and enjoy spectacular country and sea views. All of the towns on the route have something worth stopping for.

Loch has a range of gourmet eateries, and Korumburra and Leongatha are good for stocking up at supermarkets. Meeniyan has cheap camping beside the trail and, on most Saturdays, a music gig to get your toes tapping. Fish Creek is known for its pub, and the town has other gourmet bites too. The finish line, Port Welshpool, has the coolest (and longest) jetty around.

You may need to stop for cows along the way (the trail passes through farms), and you’ll see wildlife ranging from kangaroos to snakes and plenty of birds.

The hardest (hilliest) stretches are Meeniyan to Fish Creek and from Fish Creek to Foster. The most family-friendly (flatter) sections run between Korumburra and Meeniyan, and Nyora to Loch. You have opportunities to get off the trail, and you’re bound to have stunning moments as you ride along it: like entering a giant banksia forest or cresting hills through rows of pine trees on a bed of orange needles.

Tarra-Bulga National Park Time from Wilsons Prom: 2 HRS [image: img]

Photograph a rainforest paradise

Central Gippsland’s Tarra-Bulga National Park is a mountainous area chock-a-block with giant mountain ash trees, fern gullies and ancient myrtle beeches. It’s also ripe with history and forms part of the Gunaikurnai cultural landscape. It’s where legend says Borun the Pelican (the first Gunaikurnai man) travelled while carrying his bark canoe from the mountains to the sea.

At 2014 hectares, this national park is small compared with others in Victoria, but it’s relatively accessible and has a range of short walks from the Tarra-Bulga Visitor Centre. One goes to the Corrigan Suspension Bridge (1.2km return, 40 minutes), originally built in 1938 for tourists, though the army built the current bridge in 1992).

The Lyrebird Ridge Track is 2.4km return and takes you through mountain ash forests, some of which are regenerating. At the end of the Lyrebird Ridge Track, the longer and more difficult Forest Track walk (4.4km return) begins, which finishes the circuit and takes you back to the visitor centre. It has a rainforest gully.

The national park is a great place to have a picnic. Choose from three picnic areas: the Visitor Centre, Tarra Valley or Bulga, which feature giant mountain ash and tree ferns (as well as picnic tables and toilets).

Listen out for some of the 100 bird species that call this place home, including lyrebirds, pilot birds and yellow-tailed black cockatoos.

It’s a 190km day trip from Melbourne or makes a great contrast of vistas if you’ve been cycling the straight lines of the rail trail.
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Corrigan Suspension Bridge | TED MEAD/Getty Images ©


A GREAT DAY IN SOUTH GIPPSLAND

[image: jpg]

Madeleine Stuchbery, Gippsland resident and local journalist, recommends top things to do in the area. @mstuchjourno

George Bass Walk

This secluded nature walk meanders along the Kilcunda coastline.

Kilcunda General Store

Stop off at Kilcunda for a pub lunch or a coffee.

Bass Coast & South Gippsland Rail Trails

Perfect for families on bikes looking for a quiet ride through nature.

Food Tour

Tour through Meeniyan and Loch and sample local cheeses at Prom Country Cheese and boutique wines at Waratah Hills Vineyard.

Cape Paterson Surf Lifesaving Club

On Thursday evenings in summer, Cape Paterson Surf Lifesaving Club hosts sunset drinks. Kick back with a cold one and watch the sunset over this beautiful part of Victoria.



Yarram Time from Wilsons Prom: 1 HR 20 MINS [image: img]

Ride to ‘Heesco Town’

An extension to the Great Southern Rail Trail in 2022 means that you can now cycle from Nyora to Yarram, also known as Heesco Town. Yarram is worth a stop to explore the street art of Melbourne-based Heesco Khosnaran.

Between 2020 and 2023, the artist collaborated with residents and local businesses to paint 25 dominating murals around town, including eye-catching portraits of locals. A highlight is the town’s water tower, painted with whales, koalas, and beautiful Indigenous and Japanese patterns.

Raymond Island Time from Wilsons Prom: 3 HRS 10 MINS [image: img] + 10 mins [image: img]

Spot koalas

Pack food, water and mosquito spray, and hop on the five-minute ferry from Paynesville to Raymond Island, a haven for about 200 koalas. The boat ride is free for pedestrians and cyclists, so leave the car behind. Walk to the park across from the ferry to start the signed 1.2km Koala Trail, which starts at the ferry terminal and takes you through residential streets to Raymond Island Gippsland Lakes Reserve, a wonderful revegetated tract of forest with its own walking trail.

Look in all the trees to spot koalas snoozing or munching eucalyptus leaves. You can get here from Melbourne by public transport. Take the train to Bairnsdale and then the bus to Paynesville.


90 MILES OF PURE BEACH

If your idea of an Australian beach is a small stretch of sand bookended by land, think again. Isolated Ninety Mile Beach in Central Gippsland is a narrow strip of dune-backed sand punctuated by lagoons and stretching unbroken for more or less 90 miles (150km) from near McLoughlins Beach to the channel at Lakes Entrance.

The area is great for surf fishing, camping and long beach walks, though the crashing surf can be dangerous for swimming, except where patrolled at Seaspray, Woodside Beach and Lakes Entrance. The subtidal sandy expanses have one of the highest levels of species diversity of anywhere on the planet, with 860 species found in 10 sq metres.



Eating in Gippsland: Our Picks

Sardine: This outstanding restaurant serves a changing menu with plenty of seafood. 5.30-9pm Tue-Sat, lunch Fri & Sat $$

Kilcunda General Store: Overlooking the water, the ‘Killy’ is a great place for a snack. 7am-4pm Mon-Thu, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Off the Wharf: Behind the Lakes Entrance Fishermen’s Coop is this cafe serving local seafood, including scallops. 9am-7pm Tue-Sat, to 3pm Sun $$

Wyanga Park Winery: Arrive on a boat tour and enjoy local food paired with the winery’s own bottles. 10am-5pm Sun-Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat $$

Buchan Time from Wilsons Prom: 4 HRS [image: img]

Explore Victoria’s biggest caves

Unveiled as a blockbuster sight in the early 1900s, the Buchan Caves have been dazzling visitors with their fantasy world of glistening calcite formations ever since.

Choose between the Royal and Fairy Caves, or book to see both. Royal has more colour, a higher chamber and dripping candle-like formations while Fairy has more delicate decorations and potential fairy sightings. Buchan Caves Reserve is a pretty spot with shaded picnic areas, walking tracks and grazing kangaroos. Invigoration is guaranteed when taking a dip in the icy rock pool. At the time of research, the caves were temporarily closed because of flooding.

Parks Victoria runs guided cave tours to both caves daily, but you must book online (parks.vic.gov.au) before midnight the night before.
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Buchan Caves | ALEX CIMBAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bairnsdale Time from Wilsons Prom: 3 HRS 10 MINS [image: img]

Ride Gippsland’s rail trails

Rail trails in Gippsland include the 100km-long East Gippsland Rail Trail, which links Bairnsdale with Orbost. Skim past towns and pass extraordinary timber trestle bridges on your way.

Joining the trail at Bruthen is the Gippsland Lakes Discovery Trail. You can ride, walk or run to Lakes Entrance. Orbost-based Snowy River Cycling organises everything you need, from e-bike hire to fully escorted tours and simple pick-ups and drop-offs for you and your bike. Its fun annual multiday rides include stops at Sailors Grave Brewing and Wyanga Park Winery.


BRINGING HEALTH TO THE LAKES

[image: jpg]

Brodie Stubbs, Lakes Entrance local and co-owner of Koho Sauna reports on the wonders of wellness. @kohosauna

We’ve turned what was the old Floating Dragon restaurant into Koho Sauna. You can heat up in the wood-panelled room, with a wall of windows looking out to the Gippsland Lakes, and then jump in or have a cold shower.

We’re lucky to have this amazing spot. It’s surrounded by water, with the Gippsland Lakes system, the ocean and the mountains, so we have the best of all worlds.

This sauna offers something unique and a different experience for people to come to enjoy when they come on a visit. Health and wellbeing is such a big thing, and this is a focal point for everyone.



Drinking in Gippsland: Our Picks

Origami Coffee: A one-person operation, this quirky outdoor cafe is set up in a tiny cabin on a vacant lot in Mallacoota. 7am-12.30pm Fri-Wed

Servo: Opposite Lakes Entrance’s footbridge is this sprawling former petrol station serving up drinks and pub food. noon-6pm Sun-Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat

Sailors Grave Brewing: Grab a local brew, find a seat next to a barrel and gaze over the cattle-grazing lands of Orbost. noon-6pm Fri-Sun

Gurneys Cider: Run by a family of expat Brits, Gurneys is passionate about producing real dry English ciders. noon-5pm

Metung Time from Wilsons Prom: 3 HRS 30 MINS [image: img]

Heat up in the hot springs

Metung Hot Springs makes you feel like you’re perched on the edge of the stunning lakes beyond. Go for the full package to hit the hill view pool (must be 16 years or older) and look out over the Gippsland Lakes from your own barrel bath full of hot mineral water. The colours of the water and the naturally treed environment, with plenty of chirping native birds, are exceptional in every season.

The hot springs complex opened in 2022 and has new pools and experiences opening up gradually, but the basics include a sauna, mineral-rich showers and a not-very-cold plunge pool. There’s a cafe on-site, or you can go to the nearby Metung Country Club to continue the healthy yet indulgent vibe.

Admission is for the whole day, so you can get your reflexology walk done, sit in the sauna and cold plunge to your heart’s content. Friendly locals have made visiting the bath a regular addition to their routines, so you may get some of the local news thrown in if you’re up for a chat.

The water is 45°C at its source 500m below the surface, but the pools are a few degrees lower. The waters contain a long list of minerals, including potassium, boron and magnesium, all of which promote health and wellness.

Lakes Entrance Time from Wilsons Prom: 3 HRS 30 MINS [image: img]

Hot and cold water therapy

Lakes Entrance has had an unfashionable vibe, but that’s changing. Wellness has come to Lakes Entrance in the form of a sauna in the water. Book an hour-long public session at Koho Sauna and meet some strangers, or book it with your friends.

It’s a stunning modern design but an ancient process. Heat up in the wood-lined sauna, jump into the Gippsland Lakes to cool off, and repeat. There’s a cold shower outside if you don’t want to jump in the lake.


METUNG’S LEGEND ROCK

In the water in front of Metung Yacht Club is Legend Rock, a significant site for the Gunai and Kurnai people.

The legend goes that fishermen from the Tatungalung clan had hauled in many fish with their nets but ate more than their share while neglecting to feed the dogs. As a way of punishment, the women – guardians of social law – turned them to stone.

Two similar rocks were blown up to make way for coast-hugging Metung Rd. This formation was saved when community members and the Gippsland and East Gippsland Aboriginal Cooperative issued an injunction.




Cape Conran Coastal Park Time from Wilsons Prom: 4 HRS 30 MINS [image: img]

A slice of beach in bushland

Cape Conran Coastal Park has a population of four and is a blissfully undeveloped part of the coast. The long stretches of remote white sands seem to go forever, and dolphins dance in the waves.

The 19km coastal route from Marlo to Cape Conran is particularly pretty, bordered by banksia trees, grass plains, sand dunes and the ocean. It’s an easy 15km drive from the A1 with a small section of gravel near Banksia Bluff Camping Area. If you want to stay, book sites online at Parks Victoria (parks.vic.gov.au).

Beware Reef, 5km offshore from Cape Conran is a 220-hectare marine sanctuary, and divers love it for the thick bull kelp.
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Cape Conran Coastal Park | BENNY MARTY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Croajingolong National Park Time from Wilsons Prom: 6 HRS [image: img]

Visit forests recovering from fire

Croajingolong National Park surrounds Mallacoota, and its tall eucalypt forests and patches of ancient rainforest are still recovering from fires. Since 1977, the landscapes and ecosystems have been a UNESCO World Biosphere Reserve, with 70 types of native wildflowers, 52 kinds of mammals and 250 bird species.

Unfortunately, a combination of the 2019/2020 fires and later floods washed away bridges and roads leading to Point Hicks Lighthouse. The lighthouse, Thurra River Bridge and Thurra River Campground are closed until at least the end of 2024. Check with Parks Victoria for updates (parks.vic.gov.au).


ENDING NATIVE FOREST LOGGING

East Gippsland’s forests were decimated in the 2019/2020 bushfires, but logging native forests continued and was set to carry on into 2030 until the state Labor government announced in 2023 that native timber harvesting in Victoria’s state forests would end on 1 January 2024.

Environment groups around Victoria campaigned for decades to stop the logging of native forests. Citizen scientists used thermal and infrared video technology to find threatened species in forests earmarked for logging and recorded sightings of endangered mammals, such as the Leadbeater’s possum – Victoria’s emblem – which is only found in mountain ash forests of Victoria’s Central Highlands. Once spotted, a 200m buffer zone was put in place.



Mallacoota Time from Wilsons Prom: 6 HRS [image: img]

A watery playground in wilderness

Mallacoota is the state’s most easterly town, snuggled on the vast Mallacoota Inlet and surrounded by the tumbling hills and beachside dunes of beautiful Croajingolong National Park, which was decimated in the 2019/2020 fires. Come this far east and you’ll be treated to long, empty surfing beaches; tidal estuaries; and swimming, surfing, fishing and boating on the inlet.

Take a stand-up paddleboard in the estuary or head out on a sea eagle-spotting boat cruise on the MV Loch-Ard. There are plenty of ways to play in the water. Visit Surf Shack for ideas and equipment hire. Spend a few days here to support the local community in its recovery.

Bunker down in WWII history

Concealed in the bush just outside Mallacoota, the Mallacoota Bunker Museum makes for a surreal visit. A high-security communication installation during WWII, when it was assumed that the whole East Gippsland coastline was vulnerable to attack, the bunker is now a museum and details its history through various displays. Stop by on Tuesday mornings from 9am and Sunday afternoons from 1pm, with more opening hours during school holidays.

See wildlife and a lighthouse on Gabo Island

Located 14km offshore from Mallacoota, the windswept 154-hectare Gabo Island is home to seabirds and one of the world’s largest colonies of little penguins (you’ll see them only if you stay overnight). There are long-nosed fur seals, and whales and dolphins are regularly sighted offshore. The snorkelling here is outstanding.

The island has an operating red-granite lighthouse (1862) that’s the second tallest in Australia. You need to contact the lighthouse caretaker (03-5158 0255) if you want to stay in the old keepers’ cottages. They were closed to guests in late 2023, but the island was open for day visitors.

Boat access (call Kevin at 0437 221 694 or Wilderness Coast Charters at 0417 398 068) to the island is sometimes restricted because of bad weather, and it costs $990 for up to six people.


MALLACOOTA’S FIRE RECOVERY

Mallacoota is a small town with a population of 1200, which grows to 8000 to 10,000 people when holidaymakers move in. In the 2019/2020 bushfires, 83% of the land area was burnt, and 123 homes were destroyed. One thousand residents were evacuated by the Australian Navy in the first days of 2020, and the harrowing and quite surreal images are etched into the memories of many Australians.

Soon after the fires, the COVID-19 pandemic hit, making recovery slow. The town was cut off by floods in 2023, but despite these disasters, the ‘People’s Republic of Mallacoota’ is bouncing back. You can see more in a documentary series of the same name (iview.abc.net.au).






Bendigo

GASTRONOMY | ARCHITECTURE | PARADING DRAGONS
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The central Victorian city of Bendigo’s unusually rich geology saw its swift transformation from pastoral land to gold rush boom town. More gold was found here from 1851 to 1900 than anywhere else in the world, leaving a legacy of grand architecture and gardens, epitomised by the stately Alexandra Fountain that still presides over the centre of town. The enduring Chinese culture, brought by Chinese diggers in the mid-19th century, is a point of difference from other destinations on the goldfields.

Today, Bendigo is Victoria’s fourth-largest city and Australia’s first UNESCO City of Gastronomy, a title in recognition of its exceedingly strong and diverse local food and wine culture. From the European-style alleyway of Chancery Lane to the 2021-launched foodie precinct of Lyttle Eat Street on Lyttleton Terrace, restaurant-hopping here is a legitimate pastime.

At Easter, Bendigo reaches the heights of exuberance when it hosts one of Australia’s longest-running community events, its annual Easter Festival.


GETTING AROUND

Trains run from Melbourne to Bendigo in under two hours. Once in town, take local buses to get around (Myki card required). Bendigo also has a Talking Tram, a hop-on, hop-off vintage tourist tram with audio commentary that can ferry you between the Central Deborah Gold Mine and Joss House Temple. Daily passes can be purchased from the Visitor Centre, onboard with cash or card, and online (bendigotramways.com), and include access to the mine’s ‘Explore the Surface’ tour. If you have a car, you won’t be bound to a timetable, but check parking signs. Spots may be time restricted, metered or both.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bendigo Art Gallery

2 Golden Dragon Museum

SIGHTS

3 Bendigo Talking Tram

4 Cascades Fountain

5 Central Deborah Gold Mine

6 Guan Yin Temple

7 Poppet Head Lookout

8 Rosalind Park

9 Yi Yuan Gardens

SLEEPING

10 Bendigo Backpackers

11 Hotel Ernest

EATING

12 Awaken Coffee

13 Brewhouse Coffee Roasters

14 Crooked Kitchen

15 El Gordo

16 Milky Lane

17 Woodhouse

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Dispensary Bar & Diner

19 Ms Batterhams

INFORMATION

20 Bendigo Visitor Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Book accommodation well in advance for the Easter long weekend. The street processions (Saturday night and Sunday) are on a first-come, first-served basis. Bring something to sit on and arrive early to get your preferred spot.



From Gold Rush to Golden Dragons

Witness Bendigo’s gala parade

The arrival of Chinese diggers at ‘Dai Gum San’ (Big Gold Mountain) in the 1850s led to an unexpected cultural wealth celebrated in spectacular fashion at the city’s annual Easter festivities.

The first Bendigo Easter Fair took place in 1871 as a charity event. Bendigo’s Chinese community was key in the early development of a parade, fundraising for a permanent collection of costumes and regalia, and then a processional dragon.

The welcoming of Loong (‘Dragon’) in 1901 established a tradition that has lasted more than 120 years. Loong appeared as the parade’s star attraction until his retirement in 1970, when the mantel was handed over to Sun Loong (‘New Dragon’) and then to Dai Gum Loong (‘Great Golden Dragon’) in 2019. At an impressive 125m, Dai Gum Loong has taken over the title of his predecessor as the world’s longest imperial dragon.

Known today as the Bendigo Easter Festival (bendigoeasterfestival.org.au), celebrations include a Torchlight Procession on the evening of Easter Saturday along with the Gala Parade on Easter Sunday, when the winding and energetic approach of the city’s resplendent dragon, covered in thousands of mirrored scales and beads, is announced along the parade circuit with ear-popping firecrackers.

Bendigo’s Showstoppers

View 100m dragons

When not parading Bendigo’s streets during Easter, the dragons are ‘sleeping’ at the Golden Dragon Museum in the city’s Chinese precinct. Visitors can view all three of Bendigo’s historic main parade dragons on permanent display throughout the year.

In the main hall, you are greeted by the imposing head of Dai Gum Loong extending out onto the blue carpeted floor – representing the ocean. His 125m embellished body winds up and around the sloped gallery to the sky blue of heaven, side by side with his retired predecessor Sun Loong. In the second hall is the heritage-listed Loong, Bendigo’s parade dragon from 1901 to 1970 and the oldest intact processional dragon in the world.

Once a year, the parade dragon is ritualistically ‘woken up’ for the Easter Festival in a blessing ceremony called Wong Loong. The full length of the dragon is sprinkled with water from a fresh sprig of pomelo, considered the ‘tree of life’ for dragons, and the sprig is placed in the dragon’s mouth. Now awakened and nourished, the dragon is ready to greet the streets of Bendigo.

Allow at least 30 minutes to explore the museum, including the displays on Bendigo’s Chinese history and collection of rare Chinese antiquities. Tickets include entry to the adjacent Yi Yuan Gardens and Guan Yin Temple.


OTHER TOP THINGS TO DO IN BENDIGO

Rosalind Park

Shady green space in Bendigo’s city centre. See the Cascades Fountain and climb Poppet Head Lookout.

Central Deborah Gold Mine

Take a guided mine tour 61m underground. Tickets include an aboveground self-tour and gold panning.

Bendigo Art Gallery

A local institution since 1887, this inspiring gallery houses both permanent and special exhibitions. Free entry.

Djaara Tours

Explore the Indigenous traditions of Dja Dja Wurrung Country on an immersive guided walking tour (dumawul.com.au).

Joss House Temple

A legacy of the gold rush, this colourful 1871 Chinese temple is dedicated to the deity of war and prosperity.



Eating & Drinking in Bendigo: Our Picks

Crooked Kitchen: Gluten-free cafe with nourishing mains and unusual salads. Try the jumbo arancini. 11am-3pm Mon-Fri $

Milky Lane: Mural-filled burger joint with massive shared cocktails and boozy liquid desserts. noon-9pm Sun-Thu, to 11pm Fri & Sat $$

Woodhouse: Premium restaurant specialising in grass-fed and dry-aged steaks. Book ahead. Small plates at the walk-in bar. hours vary Tue-Sat $$$

Awaken Coffee: Top takeaway cafe for your morning brew. Make it breakfast with a toastie or pastry. 6.15am-2pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-noon Sat $

Ms Batterhams: Classy lounge bar with cocktails and a wine list for days. European-inspired menu. from 5pm Mon-Wed, noon-late Thu-Sun

El Gordo: Lively laneway barista and tapas bar featuring curated Spanish and European dishes. 7am-4pm Tue-Sat, plus 6pm-late Sat $$

Dispensary Bar & Diner: Knowledgeable staff will help find your new fave drink. Asian–Australian fusion share plates. hours vary Wed-Sun

Brewhouse Coffee Roasters: The quality coffee you’d expect from specialty roasters. 6am-3pm Mon-Sat, from 8am Sun $

Art from the Creek

Visit Australia’s oldest working pottery kilns

When Scottish gold seeker George Duncan Guthrie arrived in Sandhurst (later known as Bendigo) in the late 1850s, he didn’t know the creek beds would proffer a different kind of fortune. A trained potter, Guthrie instantly saw the value in the white clay along Bendigo Creek and established Bendigo Pottery in 1858.

While it’s best known to residents today for its high-quality crockery and three signature heritage-coloured glazes, it was the production of sewer pipes, acid jugs and tapestry fireplace bricks that saw it survive the difficult war and post-war years of the mid-20th century. Learn about the history of the pottery at the on-site interpretive museum, which includes the oldest collection of wood-fired kilns in one location in the world.

Look up inside the kiln, set up as a theatrette, and notice a dazzling hardened glaze that appears to be ‘dripping’ from the ceiling and down the walls, the result of adding salt to the kiln during firing, called ‘salt glazing’. The sodium in the salt reacted with the silica in the clay, creating sodium silicate (liquid glass), which then dripped down the wares, producing one-of-a-kind results.

Forty-five minutes should be enough for most visitors here. Add more time to shop or explore the rest of the precinct.

A Visionary Place of Worship

Marvel at the Great Stupa

Modelled on the Great Stupa of Gyantse in Tibet, the 50m-wide and almost 50m-tall Great Stupa of Universal Compassion is the largest stupa in the Western world. Named and blessed by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, the stupa is the centrepiece of 85 hectares of bushland in the Whipstick Forest that is slowly being transformed into an off-grid village.

The long approach to the stupa provides an excellent sense of scale and the surrounding Peace Park, featuring memorials and symbols of many faiths, leaves plenty to explore on your way back. Inside, don’t miss the collection of sacred Buddha relics and the Jade Buddha of Universal Peace, which was carved from an off-cut of ‘Polar Pride’, a huge 18-tonne boulder of jade unearthed in 2000 in northern Canada.

The stupa’s interior is a work in progress and will eventually house six levels. Allow 1½ hours to explore the site at leisure. Entry is by donation.
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Great Stupa of Universal Compassion | PAULINE MONGARNY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CITY OF GASTRONOMY
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Councillor Andrea Metcalf, City of Greater Bendigo Mayor 2023/2024, explains the region’s gastronomy designation.

As Australia’s first UNESCO Creative City and Region of Gastronomy, Bendigo and central Victoria share an undisputable reputation of diverse food cultures and communities that are committed to local, sustainable, delicious and creative produce. The region’s focus is shared across four key pillars: celebrate and elevate First Nations’ culture, creativity and knowledge; recognise our creativity, cultural diversity and innovation; improve health and wellbeing particularly through healthy eating; and prioritise environmental sustainability, sustainable agriculture and food production to tackle climate change. Gastronomy is a fitting Creative City category for this region, with its strong and enduring focus on art, culture and celebrating local producers.






Beyond Bendigo


[image: jpg]

When a relaxed weekend calls, slow down with good food and wine, thought-provoking art and picturesque country views.


From Harcourt’s delicious apples to Heathcote’s strong wine scene, the greater region that makes up Bendigo’s UNESCO City of Gastronomy presents a hyperlocal culinary trail for enthusiastic foodies and cyclists. Hop on a bike, pack a picnic or tour the wineries. For an easy side trip by car or train, Castlemaine is an accessible launch point for community-centred dining and shopping.

Further afield, vineyards and elevated country vistas are the calling cards of the Macedon Ranges. About halfway between Bendigo and Melbourne, it’s an easy day or weekend trip to bush and farming country. Drive to the lookout at the top of Mt Macedon or explore the fantastical lava formations at Hanging Rock.
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Hanging Rock views | FILEDIMAGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Places

Macedon Ranges

Castlemaine


GETTING AROUND

Castlemaine and Woodend (for Hanging Rock) are most easily accessible from Bendigo by train. There are also established cycling trails to Castlemaine and Heathcote.

The Bendigo-Heathcote PTV bus service has an external two-bike carry rack (first come, first served) for one-way adventures.

To reach Hanging Rock from Woodend Station, it’s a 10-minute drive or taxi ride. With limited public transport options, the Macedon Ranges are best seen by car.




Macedon Ranges Time from Bendigo: 1 HR [image: img]

Climb Hanging Rock

Hanging Rock is one of the world’s rare examples of a mamelon, a rock formation caused by a volcanic eruption of thick, stiff lava through a narrow vent in the bedrock. Its viscosity means it simply congeals in place, creating pinnacles, craggy overhangs, caverns and boulders that become even more dramatic through weathering.

Learn more about its formation six million years ago at Hanging Rock Reserve’s free on-site Discovery Centre. It’s only a 900m walk (about 25 minutes) to the upper reaches of the peak from the trailhead, but be prepared for steep stretches, rock scrambling and narrow passes. At the top, the haphazard result of the hardened lava offers numerous boulders and ledges from which to take in the view. Wear suitable footwear and watch your step.

Back down at the base, the reserve has plenty of barbecues and grassy areas for picnics. Before leaving, pay the park entry fee at the machines near the on-site cafe. It issues you a ticket needed to exit the car park. You must exit by 5pm when the gate closes.

Walk a llama

Add an entirely different experience to your exploration of Hanging Rock by walking a llama with Hanging Rock Llama Treks. Over three hours, owner Mark Brindley guides you on a stroll around Hanging Rock Reserve with your own llama in hand. The llamas are whip-smart and surprisingly docile, and you quickly settle into an easygoing rhythm.

There are plenty of opportunities to get photos with your new friend, including with the iconic rock formation in the background as you round the Hanging Rock Racecourse. In total, it’s a relaxed llama-paced walk of about 5km, with a provided tea break in between. Best of all, you get to be involved in every aspect of handling your llama, from adding and removing the lead and tying them up at tea break to the issuing of ‘llama lollies’ for a job well done.

The entrance fee to the reserve is included in your tour. If you plan on also climbing Hanging Rock, Llama Treks can arrange for your second same-day visit to be free by informing the ranger.


PICNIC AT HANGING ROCK

Hanging Rock is a name known to many thanks to the acclaimed 1967 novel by Joan Lindsay, Picnic at Hanging Rock. Set in 1900, it’s about a group of private school girls who mysteriously go missing while on an outing to the rock on Valentine’s Day.

The story has captured the imagination of Australians for more than 50 years. Was there truth to the story? If so, what happened to the girls? The author never did much to clear up the matter and was often deliberately vague when asked.

While many theories exist, it’s now believed the plot was entirely fictional. The book has been adapted into a film (1975) and a six-part mini-series (2018) of the same name.



Eating & Drinking Beyond Bendigo: Our Picks

The Mill: A shopping, art and dining hub in Castlemaine. Find coffee, beer, wine and artisanal food pairings. hours vary

Newham General Store: Modern, friendly cafe near Hanging Rock serving breakfast, sandwiches and baked goods. 6am-5pm Wed-Mon, to 8pm Fri $

Axedale Tavern: Grab a coffee, beer or meal at this historic pub near the O’Keefe Rail Trail. 10am-10.30pm Tue-Fri, 8.30am-late Sat & Sun

Chauncy: Award-winning French fine dining restaurant in Heathcote; book well ahead. lunch only from 12.30pm Fri-Mon $$$


Castlemaine Time from Bendigo: 30 MINS [image: img]

Visit an artistic prison

The Bromley Collection Museum at Old Castlemaine Gaol houses the personal art collection of iconic Australian artist David Bromley. Opened in 2023, it’s the result of decades of his creative endeavours and penchant for collecting. If you’re familiar with Bromley’s work, you’ll quickly realise that his whimsical statues of rabbits and jumping children fit in here, providing a lightheartedness to a space with a sorrowful history.

The spacious light-filled entrance full of large-scale curiosities sets the tone for an intriguing visit. Walk the halls past the old cells, now art-filled rock gardens, and wander the former prison yard transformed into sculptural displays. In contrast to the rest of the property’s play on juxtaposition, the prison’s solitary confinement quarters in the basement feature menacing artworks upon its story-filled walls.

Allow at least an hour to explore the different indoor and outdoor spaces, but art enthusiasts will want to linger longer.

With the museum up for sale at the time of research, please phone Bromley & Co’s Daylesford gallery (03-5348 3979) ahead of your visit for information on opening hours.
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Old Castlemaine Gaol | NORMAN ALLCHIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MORE TO DO BEYOND BENDIGO

O’Keefe Rail Trail

Hire a bike from Bicycle Centre Bendigo (rentmybikeaustralia.com.au/places-to-ride/bendigo) and take this historic 50km cycling route to Heathcote (railtrails.org.au/trails/okeefe-rail-trail).

Victorian Goldfields Railway

Twice-weekly (on Wednesdays and Sundays) heritage train linking the mining towns of Castlemaine and Maldon. Closed February. Book at vgr.com.au.

Pink Cliffs Geological Reserve

The moonlike formations of fine pink clay in Heathcote were a result of gold mining in the 1880s.

Hanging Rock Winery

Pop in for a free tasting and to admire the sculptures from the Art in the Vines exhibition.

Goldfields Track

Walk (grade 4) or mountain bike (moderate) this epic 210km track from Bendigo to Ballarat.






Ballarat

HISTORIC ARCHITECTURE | GOLD LEGACY | ART GALLERIES
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It didn’t take long after the European discovery of gold at Clunes, just north of Ballarat, for the Victorian gold rush to recast this once sleepy bushland, a ‘resting place’ for the Wadawurrung people, into a mining superhighway. Ballarat was the world’s richest alluvial goldfield during its peak in 1852 and 1853, and it shows through its towering Victorian-era architecture, made even more imposing atop the city’s undulating streets.

Gold appears to have rolled down the steep slope of Lydiard St, from its illustrious art gallery to the historic Royal Hotel. You can imagine the candlelit Sugg lamps (two of which remain) allowing residents to dress up in their finery and promenade at night.

Aside from gold, modern-day Ballarat is gaining distinction for dining. Armstrong St North is considered the city’s ‘feast street’ while Aboriginal art finds deserved prominence on the established art scene at Indigenous galleries such as Raintree Art and Perridak Arts.


GETTING AROUND

While driving is the easiest way to explore, Ballarat’s e-scooters are a popular way to zip around town. Use the Neuron app (rideneuron.com) to locate and hire one. E-bikes are available from the train station via the same app. Sturt St has dedicated paths that can be used by both bicycles and scooters; otherwise, use regular roads, not footpaths. The town has a public bus network, with routes starting and ending at Ballarat Station. Metered parking spots offer one free hour per day.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Art Gallery of Ballarat

2 Sovereign Hill

SIGHTS

3 Ballarat Botanical Gardens

4 Ballarat Tramway Museum

5 Ballarat Wildlife Park

6 Eureka Centre

7 Lake Wendouree

8 Perridak Arts

SLEEPING

9 Craig’s Royal Hotel

10 Hotel Vera

EATING

11 Cafe Lekker

12 Clothesline Cafe

13 Cobb’s Coffee

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14 Aunty Jacks

INFORMATION

15 Ballarat Visitor Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

The city’s street parking meters are connected, so you can use any machine to pay or top up. As long as you have time remaining, you can move your vehicle as many times as you like.



Go for Gold

Experience Ballarat circa the 1850s

One of Ballarat’s longest-standing and most popular attractions, the ‘living museum’ of Sovereign Hill is a recreated pioneer town set during the height of the city’s gold rush. Walk among in-character townsfolk from miners and law enforcement to the many shopkeepers and tradespeople who supported the expanding settlement.

See the blacksmith at work, musket-firing by a state trooper and a gold pour demonstration. Go down Red Hill Mine for a 12-minute self-guided tour that tells the story of the Welcome Nugget, a huge 69kg gold nugget found in 1858, at the time the world’s largest, that re-energised gold fever in the region. Try your hand at gold panning by the creek; you can keep any gold you find.

Three to four hours is the recommended minimum time to explore the 30,000-sq-metre town. Start your day early to maximise the number of demonstrations and experiences you can attend; things start to wind down from mid-afternoon.

Visit Sovereign Hill at night with a separate ticket for AURA, an immersive experience that tells the story of gold from its creation and how it shaped Ballarat through a sound-and-light show. The outstanding 90-minute audiovisual presentation begins in a 3D theatre before taking visitors through the site after dark in an open-air vehicle.

A Rebellion Remembered

Take a Eureka history lesson

With the mass influx of diggers to the Central Victorian Goldfields came the need for law and order. Yet the heavy-handedness of colonial government controls, considered unjust and restrictive, caused unrest to build over the gold rush settlements. Of particular contention was the introduction of a prohibitively expensive gold license to pan or mine for gold.

When demands for change remained ignored, miners and their allies decided to resist authorities by building a hastily erected timber fort (stockade) at a strategic position in the east of Ballarat. The rebels were caught off-guard when confronted by 276 soldiers and police in the early morning of 3 December 1854. Not expecting a predawn ambush, many of the protestors had returned to camp overnight, leaving only 120 to defend the stockade. The battle was over within 20 minutes and saw the death of six soldiers and 22 rebels, and several arrests for treason.

Now known as the Eureka Rebellion, the incident resulted in an official inquiry into the administration of the goldfields, which led to the abolition of the monthly gold license and the start of other democratic reforms, such as voting rights for miners.

The Eureka Centre, at what is believed to be the site of the rebellion, takes visitors through the differing perspectives of the insurgency and houses the original Eureka flag. The surrounding Eureka Stockade Memorial Park contains several monuments and memorials, including Pikeman’s Dog, a sculpture of a loyal terrier that refused to leave his dead master; it’s surrounded by 22 golden pikes representing each of the rebels killed.

Vintage Transport Reborn

Ride a historic tram

The Ballarat Tramway Museum, opened in 2022, is a labour of love and the culmination of decades of volunteer efforts to preserve Ballarat’s tram history. When the city’s trams were set to be decommissioned in 1971, a group of passionate locals formed the Ballarat Tramway Preservation Society, which ultimately brought a number of the city’s abandoned tram cars back to working order.

Now operating as the Ballarat Tramway Museum next to the group’s original 1974 depot in the Botanical Gardens, it is the only entirely volunteer-run tram service on public roads in Australia and the country’s only certified volunteer-run museum. The museum displays several historical trams, including the one and only operational horse-drawn tram in Victoria.

Tickets include a 20-minute return heritage tram ride. All operational Ballarat trams are more than 100 years old and solar powered. Qualified tram drivers take the wheel while other volunteers play the part of conductor, even collecting tokens from passengers (given upon museum entry) as ‘payment’ and issuing replica tickets in return, along with a stern warning not to lose them. The tram travels along an original section of side track by Lake Wendouree.
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Ballarat Tramway Museum | JESSICA KORTEMAN/LONELY PLANET ©


HERITAGE TRAMS LIVE ON
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Chris Phillips, Foundation Member of Ballarat Tramway Museum, shares the organisation’s history.

I was at the first meeting of the Ballarat Tramway Preservation Society in May 1971. As a young man, I always enjoyed bouncing around on the city’s trams, and then one day, just like the steam trains, our electric trams were also disappearing.

Our thought was to try to preserve one tram, but we were able to convince government bodies to let us keep six. Now we have 15 of the original Ballarat trams and continue to acquire and restore them.

In 1990, Tram 12 was rediscovered inside a house during construction of the Ballarat Hwy bypass, fitted with a washroom and storage, and the saloon used as a bedroom.



Eating & Drinking in Ballarat: Our Picks

Cafe Lekker: Local fave with an all-day breakfast menu offering everything from coco pops to big brekkies. 6.30am-2pm Mon-Sat $

Clothesline Cafe: Relaxed cafe with indoor-outdoor spaces and delicious Korean and Vietnamese options. 8am-2.30pm Tue-Fri, to 3pm Sat & Sun $$

Cobb’s Coffee: Top spot for the morning caffeine hit and artisanal toasted sandwiches. 6.30am-2pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-noon Sat $

Aunty Jacks: Multilevel industrial brewpub serving house beer and a crowd-pleasing menu. 3-11pm Wed & Thu, noon-midnight Fri & Sat, to 9pm Sun

Art for Change

Support First Nations artists

Owned and operated by Ballarat and District Aboriginal Cooperative (BADAC), Perridak Arts is a First Nations gallery and safe space for interested visitors to ask questions about the world of Aboriginal art. The gallery, opened in 2023 and free to visit, showcases the work of First Nations artists who are residents of Ballarat or have links to the area.

The city has a disproportionate connection to the Stolen Generations as Aboriginal children from across Victoria were brought to Ballarat and its five orphanages under government assimilation policies. Now a growing number of those affected, along with their descendants and communities, are taking up creative endeavours as a form of grief exploration and healing, with the display and sale of their artwork supported through the gallery.

The artist receives 75% of the sales, while the remaining 25% goes back into BADAC programmes that support the health and wellbeing of local Aboriginal communities. The gallery is a signatory to the Indigenous Art Code, ensuring the authenticity of each piece and adherence to a code of ethics for the fair and respectful treatment of First Nations artists.


OTHER THINGS TO DO IN BALLARAT

Art Gallery of Ballarat

Enjoy rotating works from the 11,000-piece permanent collection at Australia’s oldest regional art gallery (1884).

Cyril Callister Museum

Small museum in Beaufort celebrating all things Vegemite and the local man who invented this iconic Aussie spread.

Lake & Gardens Precinct

Stroll spectacular Lake Wendouree with its resident swans, lakeside cafes and 6km of walking track, adjoining Ballarat Botanical Gardens.

Ballarat Wildlife Park

See native Australian animals up-close and feed free-roaming kangaroos. Discounted tickets available online (wildlifepark.com.au).

Architectural Walk

Self-tour the city’s grand colonial architecture with a walking map from the Visitor Centre. Don’t miss jaw-dropping Lydiard St.






Daylesford & Hepburn Springs

MINERAL SPRINGS | FOOD & WINE | ART & ANTIQUES
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The twin towns of Daylesford and Hepburn Springs, just five minutes apart by car, developed differently from other central Victorian gold rush settlements. The discovery of mineral springs here in the mid-1800s saw a culture around wellness evolve side by side with mining, and when one threatened the other, it was the waters that won out.

Dubbed the ‘spa capital of Australia’, the region is the source of an incredible 80% of Victoria’s mineral water. Whether you come to drink it or bathe in it, a visit to Daylesford and Hepburn Springs is all about rejuvenation.

Beyond the spas, indulge in its elevated food and wine scene, soul-filling galleries and vintage retail therapy. It’s largely a weekend tourist destination, with the high season in winter and cosy evenings by the fireplace the aim of the game. In March, it’s the home of Australia’s largest rural LGBTQIA+ pride event, the ChillOut Festival.


GETTING AROUND

Some points of interest are technically walkable, but you’ll be getting your steps in. The area is hilly, and you need a reasonably good level of fitness to get around on foot. The towns are more easily explored by car or taxi. On weekdays, a town bus service connects Daylesford and Hepburn Springs with four departures daily. Some accommodation offer chauffeur or concierge services. Reach Daylesford from Melbourne by taking the train to Woodend and then an onward coach service.
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SIGHTS

1 Convent Gallery

2 Lake Daylesford

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Daylesford Healing Massage

4 Daylesford Spa Country Railway

5 Daylesford Traditional Chinese Massage

6 EKO Skin Spa

7 The Spa at Lake House

EATING

8 Bad Habits Cafe

9 Cliffy’s Emporium

10 Pancho Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Bar Merenda

12 Winespeake

SHOPPING

13 Amazing Mill Markets

see 4 Daylesford Sunday Market




[image: ] TOP TIP

It’s best to plan your restaurant meals ahead of time to avoid disappointment or a lengthy wait, especially on weekends. Most restaurants can be easily booked online. Some require credit card details to secure a reservation.



Wellness from the Source

Drink the mineral springs

Captain John S Hepburn stumbled upon the Pavilion Spring at the dawn of the area’s gold boom, and soon miners uncovered a further six mineral springs. However, sluicing methods that artificially diverted and controlled the flow of water to separate the gold from gravel proved a threat to the springs, which were gaining interest for their medicinal properties. As a preservation measure, Hepburn Mineral Springs Reserve was declared in 1865, the first of its kind in Victoria.

Today, the region has 11 publicly accessible mineral springs. From the reserve’s car park, visitors can fill up their drink bottles from Locarno, Soda, Sulphur and Wyuna springs along the creek bed or take a 30-minute hike through bushland to Argyle Spring. Each spring has its own tasting notes, and it’s interesting to compare them – expect some bold flavours. Most springs in the reserve tend towards the sodium bicarbonate type and hence are quite effervescent.

The original 1908 brick building by the site of the old Pavilion Spring is at the heart of the reserve. A popular meeting place at the turn of the 20th century, the building now functions as the Pavilion Cafe. About 150m from the cafe at the reserve’s entrance, the historic Hepburn Bathhouse & Spa, established in 1895 for mass public mineral bathing, remains open as a communal bathhouse offering a range of wellness and spa experiences (hepburnbathhouse.com).

Back in the Habit

Admire art in a nunnery

The grand building on Wombat Hill at the edge of the Botanic Gardens has had many iterations. Established as a private residence during the gold rush, it later had a short-lived life as a presbytery before becoming the home of the Presentation Sisters, an order of Irish nuns who reopened it as the Holy Cross Convent and Boarding School in 1892.

The nuns called the convent home for almost 90 years before its desperate need for maintenance led to their relocation to more suitable accommodation in 1981 and their quest to find a buyer who could carry on the building’s legacy. Seven years later, they found that person in local ceramicist Tina Banitska, who not only vowed to restore its former splendour but also give it new life as a prestigious art gallery. After several years of careful restoration, maintaining many of the original Victorian architectural features, the building was reopened as the Convent Gallery.

Visitors can self-tour the building’s four floors, learning about the life and times of the Presentation Sisters from the old music room in the basement to the former infirmary and bell tower, where a panoramic view of Daylesford and the Central Highlands awaits.

True to Banitska’s word, inspiring art adorns the historic walls throughout the property, which includes several dedicated art gallery spaces. Multiple visits are welcomed, with tickets valid for three consecutive days. You might even meet Banitska, and she loves to relay interesting stories she learned from the nuns to visitors. Bad Habits Cafe is on-site.


THINGS TO DO IN DAYLESFORD

Amazing Mill Markets

Peruse the secondhand and vintage items for sale at this huge indoor market complex.

Daylesford Sunday Market

Weekly outdoor market offering local produce and wares. Come first thing; stalls wind down by lunch.

Lake Daylesford

Take the 2.8km (40-minute) ‘Peace Mile’ walk around this picturesque recreational lake near town.
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SIGHTS

1 Argyle Spring

2 Hepburn Mineral Springs Reserve

3 Locarno Spring

see 6 Soda Spring

4 Sulphur Spring

5 Wyuna Spring

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Hepburn Bathhouse & Spa

7 Mineral Spa

8 Palais-Hepburn

SLEEPING

9 Dudley Boutique Hotel

10 Shizuka Ryokan

EATING

11 Frank & Connie’s Kitchen

12 Harry’s Hepburn

13 Pavilion Cafe

14 Surly Goat



An Ode to Europe

Visit a lavender garden

A 10-minute drive from Hepburn Springs in Shepherds Flat, Lavandula Swiss Italian Farm has been the 35-year love affair of owner Carol White, a self-named Europhile intent on recreating a landscape reminiscent of the south of France or Italy on the 1860s property.

Amid waning luck on the goldfields and the economic stagnation that followed, the land was initially leased to a Swiss-Italian miner named Aquilino Tinetti in 1861 under a Victorian government scheme to persuade migrants to stay and farm. The tactic proved successful, and former miners took up many of the first pastoral lands around Daylesford. Tinetti turned the 100-hectare property into a dairy farm and built a home, which he progressively added to once he married and the family expanded to 13 children.

It served four generations of the Tinettis before White took over the dilapidated farmlands in 1987, restoring the old sandstone buildings, creating 40 hectares of European-style gardens and planting rows of lavender, unsure if they would survive the area’s frosts. The success of the lavender became the farm’s selling point.

Visitors can snap photos among the blooms, which reach their peak in January; see post-harvest production of lavender oil for signature body products; and try huge lavender scones at the on-site La Trattoria Eatery & Bar.

Pack a picnic when the weather’s nice and time your visit for the 15-minute tour of the original Tinetti homestead included with entry (at noon, 2pm and 4pm). At the time of research, the farm was on the market, so check current offerings before you visit (lavandula.com.au).


RELAX IN SPA COUNTRY

Mineral Spa

‘The Retreat’ offers mineral plunge and spa pools overlooking the garden, and basalt stone, steam and infrared saunas; located at Peppers Mineral Springs.

Daylesford Healing Massage

Excellent holistic massage service including relaxation and remedial massages, along with reflexology and hot rock therapy.

EKO Skin Spa

Popular boutique spa offering a range of rejuvenating facials and massage treatments, plus full body packages.

Daylesford Traditional Chinese Massage

Combines remedial Tui Na techniques with other popular styles of massage. Cupping therapy is also available.

The Spa at Lake House

Take a private ‘treetop’ soak in a treehouse overlooking Lake Daylesford.



Eating & Drinking in Daylesford: Our Picks

Cliffy’s Emporium: Cosy ethically sourced brunch by candlelight at this standout spot. Try the signature eggs benedict. 8am-3pm $$

Pancho Cafe: Elevated comfort food (think eggs, congee and hot roast rolls) on a seasonally changing menu. Walk-in only. 8am-2.30pm Tue-Sat $$

Bar Merenda: Boutique wine bar with dishes designed for sharing. The menu changes weekly, with a set dinner on Mondays. hours vary Fri-Mon

Winespeake: Indulge in a wine and cheese board overlooking the main street at this upmarket cellar door and deli. from 10am Fri-Sun, from noon Mon-Thu

Eating & Drinking in Hepburn Springs: Our Picks

Surly Goat: Sensational chef’s choice four-course degustation menu that changes daily. from 4pm Thu & Fri, from noon Sat $$$

Palais-Hepburn: Premier nightlife venue with cocktail bar, restaurant and live weekend shows. Book dinner and show tickets online. $$$

Frank & Connie’s Kitchen: Ever-changing seasonal menu with Greek and myriad of worldly influences. 11.30am-9pm $$$

Harry’s Hepburn: Creative cafe menu for breakfast and lunch, from blue swimmer crab omelette to chicken laksa. 8am-3pm Sat-Thu, to 9pm Fri $$




The Grampians

DRAMATIC SCENERY | HIKING | ROCK ART
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Home of the Jardwadjali and Djab Wurrung people, Grampians National Park, also known by its Indigenous name of Gariwerd, has an Aboriginal cultural history dating back at least 22,000 years. Their ancient presence can be seen within the caverns and overhangs of these great sandstone ranges in the form of culturally significant cave paintings. Containing 80% of the Aboriginal rock art found in Victoria and the largest collection in southeastern Australia, Gariwerd is a place of reverence for Traditional Custodians extending back to the Creation stories of the Dreaming.

The dramatic peaks and craggy outcrops are the result of more than 400 million years of geological activity. Flowing rivers deposited sedimentary layers of rock, which eruptions on the southwestern volcanic plains shaped and tilted, resulting in Gariwerd’s cauliflower-like escarpments. Whether you drive to a lookout or hike to one, the view is nothing short of astounding.


GETTING AROUND

Reach the town of Halls Gap from Melbourne via train to Ballarat or Ararat and then a connecting bus, or a bus from Warrnambool. The Grampians are a hiking destination, so you can get to many places on foot, with trails starting right from the centre of Halls Gap. Your wanderings will be limited, however, to how far your feet can take you. Access to a vehicle is by far the easiest way to explore and gets you up the windy mountain roads to popular trailheads.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Best’s Wines Great Western

2 Brambuk Cultural Centre

SIGHTS

3 Billimina Shelter

4 Boroka Lookout

5 Bridal Veil Falls

6 Bunjil’s Shelter

7 Grand Canyon

8 Gulgurn Manja Shelter

9 Halls Gap Botanical Gardens

10 Halls Gap Community Garden

11 MacKenzie Falls

see 11 MacKenzie Falls Lookout

12 Manja Shelter

13 Ngamadjidj Shelter

14 Pinnacle Lookout

15 Reed Lookout

16 Silent Street

17 The Balconies

18 Venus Baths

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

19 Absolute Outdoors

20 Cool Chamber

21 Grampians Adventure Golf

SLEEPING

22 Halls Gap Log Cabins

see 10 Tim’s Place

EATING

23 Flame Brothers

see 23 Livefast Cafe

24 Spirit of Punjab

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 19 Paper Scissors Rock Brew Co

25 Seppelt Great Western

INFORMATION

see 19 Halls Gap Visitor Information Centre

see 2 Parks Victoria

TRANSPORT

see 8 Hollow Mountain Car Park

see 11 MacKenzie Falls Car Park

26 Wonderland Car Park
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Camping, rock climbing and bouldering are permitted only in designated areas. Campgrounds with fees must be booked online before arrival (bookings.parks.vic.gov.au), and special rules apply, including no campfires. A free rock-climbing permit is in development and will be mandatory once in effect.



Get a Taste for Gariwerd

Take a short walk

Grampians National Park is divided into three sections: central, northern and southern. Corresponding maps detailing the day walks for each section can be purchased from the Halls Gap Visitor Information Centre or Parks Victoria. For the majority of visitors basing themselves in Halls Gap, the Central Grampians map will likely get the most use.

The trailhead of the Venus Baths Loop (2.3km circuit, 30 minutes to one hour) is conveniently located by the Halls Gap Car Park and is an easy way to get started. Other popular short walks include MacKenzie Falls Lookout (1.9km return, 40 minutes) with a spectacular view of the largest falls in the national park, and The Balconies (2km return, 30 minutes), which leaves from the car park at Reed Lookout, a preferred sunset viewing spot. Ten minutes away by car is Boroka Lookout, another drive-up viewing platform accessible via a short boardwalk.

For more of a challenge that’s still achievable with average levels of fitness, don’t miss The Pinnacle and the trail to the base of MacKenzie Falls (1.2km return, one hour), where you can bask in the negative ions of the powerful 35m waterfall via a steep set of steps. Both the lookout and base trails for the falls leave from the MacKenzie Falls Car Park.

Some of these walks are sections of the Grampians Peaks Trail (164km), an epic 12-night/13-day hike through the entire length of the national park from Dunkeld in the south to the Mt Zero Trailhead in the north. This difficult grade 4 to 5 hike requires preparation. Tour operator Absolute Outdoors offers GPT hiker support services, including a shuttle bus, food drops and gear hire.
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Boroka Lookout | TRAVELLING.ABOUT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ancient Artwork

View Aboriginal rock art

Of the approximately 200 Aboriginal rock art sites in Gariwerd, five are open to the public. Bunjil’s Shelter, less than a 30-minute drive from Halls Gap near Stawell, is the only physical depiction ever found of the Dreaming deity Bunjil and is considered one of the most significant cultural sites in southeastern Australia. Creator of the land, water, plants and animals, Bunjil is depicted along with two dingoes in a small alcove at the base of a large granite boulder, just 150m from the car park.

About 45 minutes by car from Halls Gap in the Northern Grampians is Gulgurn Manja Shelter, a gradual uphill 1.5km return hike (30 minutes) starting at Hollow Mountain Car Park. Once you emerge onto the open granite, continue straight to rejoin the bush path. Within a few metres, the caged shelter featuring handprints of young people reveals itself.

Ngamadjidj Shelter, a 15-minute drive away, is a 900m loop walk (20 minutes) through flat bushland. Meaning ‘white person’, Ngamadjidj is the only art site in Gariwerd to depict solely white figures. To minimise time on bumpy, unsealed roads from Halls Gap, avoid Mt Zero Rd and instead link up with the Western Hwy.

For more adventurous travellers, the two shelters in the Southern Grampians feature longer, grade 3 walks through significantly more unkempt terrain. Billimina Shelter (2.2km return, 45 minutes) was once a meeting place for the Jardwadjali and contains more than 2500 red ochre motifs. Manja Shelter (2.6km return, one hour) has some of the best examples of hand stencils in Victoria. From Halls Gap, it takes more than an hour by car to reach these southern sites. Unless you’re prepared for rough road conditions, skip the Glenelg River Rd shortcut through the park. Current road reports are available via the Parks Victoria website (parks.vic.gov.au/places-to-see/parks/grampians-national-park).
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PLAN YOUR GRAMPIANS ADVENTURE

The Brambuk Cultural Centre, a facility for sharing the Aboriginal history and culture of Gariwerd, is closed for upgrades for the foreseeable future. The trails starting behind the centre can still be accessed, and the on-site Parks Victoria office remains open from 9am to 4pm daily to assist visitors with planning their stay, such as current information on hiking trails, road closures and camping.

Wheelchair users and those with limited mobility can experience some otherwise inaccessible trails and lookouts by making a reservation for one of the park’s two TrailRiders (phone 13 1963). This service is free and operated by volunteers. See ‘All Abilities’ on the Parks Victoria website (parks.vic.gov.au/places-to-see/parks/grampians-national-park) for details.






The Pinnacle Trail
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This 4.2km return hike typically takes about 2½ hours. Allow extra time for breaks and to enjoy the scenery at the lookout.

Starting at the 1 Wonderland Car Park (a five- to 10-minute drive from Halls Gap), follow the sign to ‘Walks’. After the small wooden bridge, take the left trail at the fork leading to the 2 Grand Canyon. Since 2020, the steps linking the top of the Grand Canyon to the Pinnacle Trail have been closed. To include the canyon on your hike, you need to do it as an out-and-back trail (400m each way, 20 to 30 minutes return).

Once you’ve returned to the fork, proceed to the Pinnacle, this time taking the trail to the right. Once you meet up with the closed staircase at the top of the Grand Canyon, you begin ascending rocky slabs and a mesh walkway before reaching 3 Cool Chamber, a low cavern. Climb rocky steps through woodland, passing the Wonderland Forest Loop junction with an optional longer route to the Pinnacle Lookout.

Continuing on the shorter route, proceed past 4 Bridal Veil Falls (seasonal) and make your way through 5 Silent Street, a long and narrow pass with sheer rock walls. Climb the exit staircase and make the final rocky ascent to the 6 Pinnacle Lookout, a natural outcrop with spectacular views over the Wonderland Range and Lake Bellfield.

Descend via the same route or extend your hike via the Wonderland Forest Loop by walking towards Sundial Car Park and then following signs back to Wonderland Car Park. The Pinnacle can also be done as part of the Wonderland Loop, a 9.6km circuit (four to five hours) that starts and ends in Halls Gap.




OTHER THINGS TO DO IN THE GRAMPIANS

Seppelt Great Western

Take a fascinating underground cellar tour of the ‘drives’, a 3.5km network of tunnels hand-dug to store six million bottles of wine.

Best’s Wines Great Western

Visit this cellar door near Seppelt to try wines containing unidentified grape varieties found nowhere else.

Grampians Adventure Golf

Challenging 18-hole mini-golf course in shady surrounds.

Halls Gap Botanical Gardens

Free garden with informative signage about how First Nations people use native plants, also a thought-provoking ‘treasure hunt’ for kids.

Halls Gap Community Garden

Respectfully take fresh produce for your self-catering from this free community garden. Managed by Tim’s Place for everyone’s enjoyment.



Eating & Drinking in Halls Gap: Our Picks

Flame Brothers: Lively smokehouse and bar serving smoked meats and burgers along with a typical breakfast menu. hours vary $$

Spirit of Punjab: Popular Indian restaurant with an extensive menu and robot servers. Easy online ordering system for takeaway. hours vary $$

Livefast Cafe: Nice spot for a coffee and toastie, or grab something from the lunch and all-day breakfast menu. 7am-4pm, to 5pm Sat & Sun $$

Paper Scissors Rock Brew Co: Good selection of beers on tap (most gluten-reduced), tasty food options and live music events. noon-8pm Thu-Mon



Bright

AUTUMN LEAVES | CYCLING ROUTES | ADVENTURE SPORTS
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Pretty Bright lures visitors with its sparkling (but freezing) Ovens River, picturesque town centre, great mountain biking and glorious tree canopies of deciduous trees that delight each autumn. Bright continues to gain popularity, especially with Melbourne families seeking country air.

Bright is often the starting line for large running and cycling events, as well as more obscure events, such as the annual Rod Run that features hot rod cars in November. Skiers make a beeline through Bright to the ski fields in winter, and it’s a lovely base for exploring Alpine National Park, paragliding, fishing and kayaking on the Ovens River, and bushwalking.

Bright is Victoria’s biggest cycling destination, home to the Murray to Mountains Rail Trail, singletrack mountain bike trails and alpine roads. Sophisticated restaurants and cafes complete the appealing picture. Overlooking the Ovens River, Bright Brewery is a popular spot for a beer or to listen to live music on a Sunday afternoon.


GETTING AROUND

From Bright, you can cycle, run or walk along the pretty Great Valley Trail, which ends at Harrietville, and drive the Great Alpine Rd to Mt Hotham and Dinner Plain. You can also drop your car at Harrietville and bus it up the mountain. Falls Creek is accessible via Tawonga Gap and Mt Beauty. There are many cycling paths around town and on some days, it seems there are more cyclists than drivers. You can cycle from Wangaratta train station, which has connections with Melbourne, along the Murray to Mountains Rail Trail to Bright.
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SIGHTS

1 Ovens River

2 Sinclair’s Waterhole

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Bright Flight

4 Bright Riverside Adventure Playground

5 Bright Splash Park

6 Canyon Walking Track

see 3 Mystic Mountain Bike Park

SLEEPING

7 Hara House

EATING

8 Alpine Blueberries

9 Milawa Bread

see 9 Milawa Cheese Company

see 11 Reed & Co

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 4 Bright Brewery

10 Ringer Reef Winery

11 Sixpence

SHOPPING

12 Milawa Mustard

13 Pepo Farms

TRANSPORT

14 Wandiligong Bike Path
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Bright always seems to have an event on, and accommodation can get tight, so book ahead in summer. There’s a great free campsite in Smoko.



Ride Through the Mountains

Explore valleys on rail trails

The Murray to Mountains Rail Trail is Victoria’s second-longest bike path and one of the High Country’s best walking and cycling trails for families and casual riders. It’s sealed and relatively flat much of the way, and it passes through spectacular rural scenery of farms, forests and vineyards with views of the alpine ranges.

More than 120km of sealed trails link Bright to Wangaratta and Beechworth, but there are gaps. The section of the trail from Wangaratta to Rutherglen isn’t yet connected, but the section to Wahgunyah (on the Murray) from Rutherglen is.

The 27km Great Valley Trail extension to Harrietville is not officially a rail trail, but it’s excellent. The Bright to Wandiligong out-and-back section (11km) is terrific: look out for paragliders touching down as you cycle along. Some say cruising down the 16km from Beechworth to Everton, which detours off the main trail, is the best part of the ride (though the other way has a challenging uphill section), as you’re cycling through bush.

Finished in 2023, the section from Beechworth to Yackandandah (Yack for short) is hilly but outstanding, and the cafes in Yack provide the sustenance you need to get back up the hill heading out of town. The route crosses a lot of driveways, so keep an eye out for cars and tractors. Bikes can be hired in Wangaratta, Beechworth and Bright, as well as towns in between.

Enjoy the Flow

Thrills on Bright’s trails

Bright’s Mystic Mountain Bike Park is one of Australia’s most popular bike parks, with some 500m of vertical drop and stunning tree views. It’s accessible for beginners and experts, but you need to pay $15 a day for a membership (or $55 for two weeks if you’re staying longer).

For rider safety, you need to use the shuttle ($25 a day). The park is set to change management and will be run by the council under a different model of operation, so check for updates online (mysticpark.org.au).

Mystic is close to Bright township, and most people cycle there from town on trails that wind through working plantations.

Mystic isn’t the only excellent bike trail around Bright. The 19km section of the Murray to Mountains Rail Trail from Porepunkah to Happy Valley is one of the best for families, the Great Valley Trail from Bright to Harrietville follows the Ovens River, the stunning Mt Buffalo Road Cycling Climb is popular with road cyclists, and upgraded Mt Beauty BMX Track is super popular for families and located next to a gorgeous lake.

Up in the Sky

Paraglide down into town

Jump off a mountain with a tandem paraglide just outside Bright. Active Flight (activeflight.com.au) takes you in the morning or evening when it’s calm and smooth, and you get to experience flying for about 10 minutes before touching down.

If you want to go longer, the thermic version launches later in the day to catch the warm air currents and go higher. It’s more expensive but buys you up to 30 minutes in the sky and an altitude hit of 1200m.

The Extended Flight gives you a tour of Bright and, depending on conditions, takes you above Mt Buffalo, Harrietville, Porepunkah and Mt Beauty. There are two operators in town: Bright Flight (brightflight.com.au) can land you in a vineyard.

Family Fun in Bright

Places kids will love

Bright has plenty for families to do. The town is busiest during the Victorian school holiday periods, especially in summer.

Right in town, the Ovens River features cool water from the Victorian Alps and has been dammed to create a swimming hole. Bright Brewery overlooks the large, shaded Bright Riverside Adventure Playground, so parents can enjoy a beer while watching older kids play.

Bright Splash Park is a small but fun water park that operates daily from 26 December to 26 January, plus weekends in early February. It’s right by Morses Creek, which is great for playing in the water too. Bring some blow-up river tubes. Ten minutes out of town is the hidden-away Sinclair’s Waterhole, which has small waterfalls and slippery rocks.

Starting at Howitt Park, the Canyon Walking Track takes you 2.5km to a suspension bridge and a small rocky canyon. For a longer walk, continue along to the second bridge. Alternatively, hire bikes in Bright and hit the Wandiligong Bike Path for an easy 12km return ride.


HIGH COUNTRY GOURMET GOODIES

Milawa Cheese Company

Enjoy a detailed cheese tasting and then buy your favourites or get a selection by purchasing a tasting platter.

Milawa Bread

This cafe sells out its pastries and sourdough breads early.

Alpine Blueberries

This farmgate is open from November to February selling fresh blueberries as well as ice cream handmade by an Italian – don’t miss the blueberry ice cream.

Milawa Mustard

A great little spot where you can get some jars of flavour for your cheese platter.

Pepo Farms

Opposite the Murray to Mountains Rail Trail, Pepo sells pumpkin seeds in different flavours and products made from the seeds.



Drinking in Bright: Our Picks

Sixpence: A short stroll from Bright’s main strip is this cool cafe that will excite coffee enthusiasts with its locally roasted beans. 7am-2pm Mon-Fri

Bright Brewery: Spots are available for walk-ins, so don’t be deterred by the crowds at this brewery with plenty of pub standards. 11.30am-10pm

Reed & Co: Two chefs-turned-distillers use botanicals from the local high country landscape. Offers spirit tastings for $22. 10am-10pm

Ringer Reef Winery: Drink in the views in Porepunkah while the kids play on the lawns. noon-5pm Fri-Mon




Beyond Bright
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Alpine mountains, intriguing gold-mining towns, bushranger (outlaw) folklore and a rail trail that links most of it: the High Country is awesome.


With its enticing mix of history, adventure and culinary temptations, Victoria’s High Country is a wonderful place to spend some time. The Great Dividing Range – Australia’s eastern mountain spine – curls around eastern Victoria from the Snowy Mountains to the Grampians, peaking in the spectacular High Country.

These mountains are Victoria’s Alps, a high-elevation playground attracting skiers and snowboarders in winter and bushwalkers and mountain bikers in summer. The mountain air is clear and invigorating, winter snowfalls at the resorts of Mt Buller, Mt Hotham and Falls Creek are fairly reliable, and the scenery is spectacular. The area towards the Murray River is no less stunning, with abundant wineries, gold-rush stories and First Nations history.

Places

Glenrowan

High Country

Rutherglen


GETTING AROUND

Getting around some of the region, particularly the King Valley and the snow resorts, can be difficult without a car. Local bus services are infrequent or nonexistent. Ski resorts at Mt Buller, Falls Creek and Mt Baw Baw use private bus companies during the snow season; however, you’ll need your own car at other times. Cycling trails link Wangaratta to Harrietville, Yackandandah and Beechworth, and Rutherglen to the Murray River.



Glenrowan Time from Bright: 1 HR [image: img]

Ned Kelly’s last stand

Ned Kelly is Australia’s most famous bushranger – an Australian term for outlaw, though they often gained support from locals who thought them brave heroes. He roamed this area in the late 1800s and was busted in Glenrowan and charged with murder, assault, theft and armed robbery. He’s considered a champion of the working class yet caused a lot of grief. He was famous for wearing a suit of bulletproof armour – it’s on display at the State Library of Victoria in Melbourne.

Small-town Glenrowan is Kelly mad. Almost every shop is themed, and there’s a Big Ned Kelly statue. Ned Kelly Discovery Hub opened in 2023 with detailed panels explaining what happened to him and his gang in Glenrowan.



Touring Beechworth

[image: jpg]

Beechworth has a bunch of organised tours to keep everyone entertained, and if you time it right, you can do them all.

Start at 1 Old Beechworth Gaol. Although ‘old’ is in its name, it operated as a prison until 2004. Grab a coffee from the Airstream caravan in the courtyard and catch the 10am tour.

Afterwards, scoot down to 2 Billson’s Brewery for the 11am tour of this company that continues to expand in range and size. Book in advance (billsons.com.au/pages/historic-brewery-tour) – solo visitors might be able to get in last minute. Taste some of the many cordials Billson’s has put on supermarket shelves across the country. Shots of the sweet stuff are served with mineral water straight from a well on the property.

Head to 3 Beechworth Visitor Centre for the 1.15pm Ned Kelly Walking Tour to hear classic stories about the rogue hero, including his bare-knuckle fight in the town that lasted 20 rounds. If you’re around for another day, join the Visitor Centre’s Echoes of History Guided Walking Tour at 10.15am or 1.15pm.

Grab a snack at 4 Beechworth Bakery, which has also spread to other towns in Victoria. Add to your day with a brew at the 5 Bridge Road Brewers, down a lane off the main street.

At any point during business hours, head to 6 Beechworth Honey Shop for its video tour – you get to take a seat in this one, so rest your legs – that has interesting, though dated, videos about the family company’s beginnings and how it’s grown. It also highlights some of the threats to bees and why they’re so vital.



High Country Time from Bright: 30 MINS [image: img]

Day hikes in Victoria’s Alps

One of the best day hikes is the Big Walk (is there a better name for a day-long undertaking up a mountain?). Start at the Eurobin Creek Picnic Area, cross the river and head up – you ascend 1000m over the next 9km, so notice how the landscape changes. Plan your rest stops for Mackeys and Marriots Lookouts before descending the same way. It’s a total of 22.6km, which takes about eight hours.

Hike between the huts of Alpine National Park on The Huts Walk. This trek is 18km long and takes about seven hours. Start at the Mt Loch car park on the Great Alpine Rd. The route takes you onto the 655km-long Australian Alps Walking Track, where you reach Derrick Hut, known for its role in ski touring, before moving on to heritage-listed Spargo’s Hut (with its gold-mining past) and then Silver Brumby Hut, built in 1992 as a temporary film set for The Silver Brumby. Taking the Davenport Access Track south gets you back to the Great Alpine Rd.

Mt Feathertop via the Razorback is impressive for its amazing views, hinted at in its image-invoking name. This 22km hike takes about eight hours. Start across from Diamantine Hut at Mt Hotham and walk along the amazing ridgeline. You’ll summit Mt Feathertop (1922m) at the 11km point before taking the same route back.
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Choosing your mountain in summer

In summer, road cyclists sign up to reach all seven peaks in Victoria: Mt Buffalo, Mt Buller, Dinner Plain, Falls Creek, Mt Hotham, Mt Baw Baw and Lake Mountain. Complete it and you’ve ascended 7000m and cycled 160km. Another bucket-list adventure is the 37km Falls to Hotham Alpine Crossing Hike, which most walkers accomplish in three days.

Base yourself at Mt Hotham to explore the surrounding trails. Free guided walks run on Saturdays in January, giving you a great glimpse to alpine hiking, especially for beginners. Start with the Mt Hotham Summit Walk (3.5km return) to see great views of the mountain, with Feathertop and Razorback the focus. If you’ve got more experience, sign up for the 9km Christmas Hills Walk. Guides provide info on the local alpine flora and fauna too. Book through Mt Hotham Visitor Services Office.

The gravel Brabralung Trail links Dinner Plain with Mt Hotham, running parallel to the Great Alpine Rd through snow gum forests. It’s great for walkers too.

Falls Creek has 50km of gravity-fed bike trails. It’s also popular for trail running and hiking, with spectacular destinations like the Rocky Valley Lake, where you can jump in for a dip – it’s usually still cold in summer – or keep walking to visit some of the famous High Country Huts constructed by mountain cattlemen in the 1800s. Wallace Hut, an easy 750m walk from Wallace Hut Car Park, was built in 1889.

Mt Buller’s 46km-long Australian Alpine Epic is designed for advanced mountain bike riders. It takes you from Mt Buller’s village trails through snow gum woodlands across Mt Stirling and finishes along the Delatite River. There are easier trails too.

Mt Buffalo sees less snow in winter but is suitable for hiking come summer. Easy hikes include from Lake Catani to The Chalet. It’s popular for trail running and is the setting for a range of running events throughout the year.


EFFECT OF THE GOLD RUSH

Discussions about Victoria’s High Country towns often centre on the prosperity of the gold rush, but its effect on First Nations people is often not mentioned.

In the 1830s, squatters took the best areas of their country, fencing the land. First Nations people were massacred in 1838 during one of their ceremonies near Wangaratta, and that’s only one of the many retributions taken against them by settlers as they tried to save their land and access their food sources.

In the 1850s, life deteriorated further when the waterways they relied on were ruined by gold-digging. A signposted walk at Yeddonba Aboriginal Cultural Site, off the road between Beechworth and Bright, tells more about the Dhudhuroa people.



Snow season in Victoria

Victoria’s Alps are a delight in winter, and if the snow is good, resorts are packed. If it’s middling, Melbournians can be fickle, preferring the AFL to a weekend of sub-par snow. You can usually get accommodation on the mountain, or stay in the towns below and take the bus up each day. Cheaper options include Howmans Gap YMCA near Falls Creek or camp for free below Mt Hotham at Smoko’s Campground (no hot showers, though).

The conjoined twin ski-resort towns of Mt Hotham and Dinner Plain provide the quintessential alpine experience, offering quality skiing with a charming atmosphere. Mt Hotham has some of the best and most challenging downhill runs in the country. Over at Dinner Plain, 10km from Hotham village and linked by a shuttle, there are excellent cross-country trails around the village, including the Hotham–Dinner Plain Brabralung Trail.

Victoria’s glitzy, fashion-conscious resort, Falls Creek combines a picturesque alpine setting with impressive skiing and infamous après-ski entertainment. It offers some of the best downhill skiing, snowboarding and cross-country skiing in Victoria, and plenty of snow activities for non-skiers.

Mt Buller is a well-developed resort with a vibrant village atmosphere in the white season and quality snow sports on offer. It’s also known for its après-ski life, with plenty of afternoon and evening places to unwind. Join a sled-dog tour, go cross-country skiing or catch a film at Australia’s highest cinema.
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SUMMER ALPINE SAFETY

Watch for road cyclists in the summer months. Stay 1m from them if the speed is less than 60km/h, and at least 1.5m away if it’s more. Only overtake if it’s safe to do so.

Hiking season is usually from November to May. The Emergency Plus app (emergencyplus.com.au) can help emergency services identify your exact location if you use the app to call. If you’re hiking or riding to areas with no mobile coverage, bring a distress beacon.

Carry a snake bandage, food, water and an emergency blanket. Tell someone where you’re going and when you expect to be back. Download the VicEmergency app (emergency.vic.gov.au/respond), which alerts you to bushfires, floods and avalanches.



Alpine sporting life

There’s always something on in the mountains, from the Buffalo Stampede trail run in March, with its 42km Sky Marathon from Bright, or the Kangaroo Hoppet in August, another 42km event, this time on skis from Falls Creek. There are shorter versions of both events.

Annual cycling races include the Peaks Challenge each March. Ride 235km from Falls Creek over Tawonga Gap, Mt Hotham and back to Falls Creek.


RESORT RULES & DRIVER SAFETY

Most resorts require the purchase of Resort Entry Permits for cars during the designated ski season. Permits cost about $60 for a day and are cheaper if booked online through the resort’s website. You can reduce this cost by carpooling or catching the bus. Most towns below the mountains have bus services going up.

Alpine roads can be treacherous, and laws have changed to reflect this. During the snow season, drivers must carry wheel chains suitable for proper fitting to their vehicles. Diesel vehicles should fill up with Alpine diesel from Mt Beauty (for Falls Creek) or local suppliers for other resorts.



Rutherglen Time from Bright: 1 HR 15 MINS [image: img]

Sample Victoria’s best fortified wines

The sign opposite the Rutherglen Visitor Information Centre says Sydney has its harbour bridge, and Rutherglen has its port (as in the drinkable stuff), and this town is famous for it. But it’s not just port: the winemakers of Rutherglen are some of Victoria’s most progressive artisans for new-style muscats, gins, fianos, malbecs, aperitifs and Iberian wines. You can take all day here and visit the wineries, or focus your visit on one of the festival-style events in town: the Rutherglen Wine Show (September), or Roam Rutherglen (June).

The Rutherglen Wine Show (rutherglenwineshow.com.au), which has been running since 1880, allows wine made from fruit grown and produced in the area, as defined by Australian Geographical Indication, as Rutherglen Victoria only. The 12-day event launches in late September, with days of judging, a day of exhibitors’ tasting, a dinner and a day of public tasting where you can sample hundreds of entries. It incorporates the Australian Fortified Wine Show too.

In June, the Roam Rutherglen Winery Walkabout has a hop-on, hop-off bus that takes Festival Lovers pass-holders to at least 15 of the wineries, incorporating 15 tastings and a branded wine glass. For tickets and info, check explorerutherglen.com.au.

Rutherglen for kids

Wineries can seem all grown up, but some Rutherglen venues cater for kids too. Start at Rutherglen Visitor Information Centre, which has a large selection of Billson’s cordials ready to taste-test for kids and adults. Pfeiffer Wines has a historic bridge over Sunday Creek, where kids can feed the turtles and look for the resident platypus (November to May). There are slushies (non-alcoholic and alcoholic) for hot days.

All Saints Estate features a 19th-century castle – a rarity in Victoria – and delightful grounds for exploring. A family favourite is Cofield Wines, which has a giant chess board that can also be used to play checkers and other oversized games, including Connect Four. Chambers Rosewood Winery has old-school play equipment, such as a hot metal slide and swings.
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THE BIG BOTTLE

In line with Australia’s fine tradition of kitschy oversized monuments (such as the Big Prawn, Big Banana and Big Koala), Rutherglen has the Wine Bottle. It stands at 36m tall and is actually a historic 1900 brown-brick water tower that once held 72,000 gallons of water.

To change water into wine, mesh was purchased using funds from the Rutherglen Wine Festival, and the tower was transformed into a wine bottle – complete with a neck – in 1969.

The views from the picnic area around it are excellent. It’s located on the highest point in Rutherglen, with Mt Buffalo and Chiltern Ironbark Forest in the distance.






The Murray

RIVER VIEWS | HISTORIC PADDLE STEAMERS | FRUIT & WINE
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Spanning more than 2500km and three states, the mighty Murray is Australia’s longest river and one of the world’s great waterways. It is continuously navigable for almost 2000km, making it the third longest navigable river on the planet after the Amazon and the Nile.

The river is a natural divide, and the Victoria–NSW border mostly follows the course of the Murray, although technically the river itself is part of NSW, with the state border at the top of the southern bank. When visiting Victorian Murray towns, you can therefore expect to be flitting between the two states multiple times a day.

Echuca is Australia’s paddle steamer capital and a popular destination for cruises from its historic wharf. Swan Hill, 150km away, has its open-air riverbank pioneer museum, while a further 220km and you’ll reach sunny Mildura with its fruit farms and vineyards made possible thanks to Murray irrigation.


GETTING AROUND

The river towns along the Murray are most conveniently explored by car. Local bus services in Echuca, Swan Hill and Mildura are available but may have limited departures. If using public transport, check schedules in advance to avoid getting caught out (ptv.vic.gov.au).Both Echuca and Swan Hill can be reached by train from Melbourne. Take a bus to Mildura Station from Swan Hill or take the Sunraysia Hwy bus route via Ballarat.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mildura Arts Centre

2 Port of Echuca Discovery Centre

SIGHTS

3 Australian Inland Botanic Gardens

4 Cactus Country

5 Great Aussie Beer Shed

6 Lock 11

7 Lock 11 Island

8 Mildura Holden Motor Museum

9 Mildura Weir

10 Mildura Weir Lookout

11 Pioneer Settlement

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 Murray River Paddlesteamers

see 3 Orange World

see 11 PS Pyap

13 Woodsies Gem Shop

SLEEPING

14 CocknBull Boutique Hotel

15 Mildura City Gate Motel

EATING

16 Blk.mlk Specialty Coffee

17 JJ Korean Chicken & BBQ

18 Niko Niko

19 The Italian

20 The Mill

21 Wren Courtyard

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22 Echuca Distillery

23 Fossey’s Distillery

TRANSPORT

24 Mildura Wharf
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Not all paddle steamers operate daily, so check schedules online before you visit. If you want to go through Lock 11 in Mildura on a private vessel, you need to call the duty officer on 03-5055 3402 the day before to make a free booking.



Mildura’s Irrigation Legacy

Visit a pioneer house

Mildura’s history as an irrigation colony began with the arrival of Canadian brothers George and William Benjamin (WB) Chaffey in 1886. Impressed by the pair’s successful irrigation endeavours in the US state of California, Victorian Premier Alfred Deakin invited the duo to Mildura, where they established the first irrigation scheme in Australia in 1888.

It was no easy task harnessing the waters of the Murray for farming, but the Chaffeys’ ambition landed them early success. In 1889, WB began constructing a grand Queen Anne–style residence with a distinct California feel, which he named Rio Vista (‘River View’). Unfortunately, the home never became the symbol of prosperity to which the Chaffey brothers aspired. Despite the 1893 fruit season bringing the most abundant harvest yet, severe drought in the same year lowered the Murray to unnavigable levels. In the absence of a railway, the harvest could not get to market, and the year’s profits were left to rot. The farmers, unable to recover from the financial loss, left Mildura in large numbers, and by the end of 1895, the irrigation scheme was over.

Bankrupt, George returned to California to start over, while WB stayed to face a Royal Commission into the scheme’s downfall. Unable to find a buyer for Rio Vista, it remained in the Chaffey family until 1950 when it was purchased by Mildura City Council. Today, visitors can enter the historic home for free as part of the Mildura Arts Centre. A section of the residence has been restored and styled to the times of the Chaffeys, while the rear is now Mildura Art Gallery. Rio Vista is part of the Chaffey Trail (thechaffeytrail.com.au), a collection of 12 sites across the Mildura region with a historical connection to the enterprising brothers.

An Intersection on Water

See a lock in action

Across the road from Rio Vista is two more locations on the Chaffey Trail: Lock 11 and Mildura Weir. Permanent access to water via a series of locks and weirs was part of the Chaffey brothers’ broader vision for irrigation and river transport along the Murray. While it didn’t come soon enough for the Chaffeys, the completion of Lock 11 and Mildura Weir in 1927 was the next step in this development. It is one of 26 locks that now exist between the Murray mouth in Goolwa (SA) and Echuca, allowing artificial regulation of river levels.

The average difference in water level between upstream and downstream at Lock 11 is 3.6m. The best way to understand how a lock works is to see it in action. Paddle steamers move through Lock 11 at 11am, 12.30pm, 2pm and 3.30pm on cruising days. The lock operates every half hour (pending bookings) between 8am and 4.30pm daily (except 11.30am and noon on weekends and public holidays).

When the lock is not in operation, you can cross it via metal bridgeways to Lock 11 Island. Unique to this junction, it is the only site on the Murray River where a lock and weir are separated by an island. From Lock 11, it’s a five-minute walk through bushland across the island to the Mildura Weir Lookout.

Swan Hill’s Pioneer Throwback

Experience a historic township

The main tourist attraction of Swan Hill, the city’s Pioneer Settlement was one of the first living history museums of its kind in Australia. In what started with the acquisition of the 1876 paddle steamer Gem, the recreated Mallee townscape on the banks of the Murray at Horseshoe Bend showcases relocated buildings and machinery from the turn of the 20th century.

Hop aboard the docked Gem, visit the town lolly shop, see the blacksmith at work, and don a period costume in the drapery and take an old-timey photo in the parlour. Horse-drawn carriage and vintage car rides are also included with entry. A minimum of three hours is recommended to explore the 3-hectare site. Tickets are valid for two consecutive days.

Separate tickets are available for one-hour river cruises on the PS Pyap and for the captivating 30-minute multimedia night shows incorporating water, laser lights and special effects to tell the 30-million-year history of the Murray River. Two shows are available, alternating each night.


THE CHAFFEYS: SUCCESS OR FAILURE?

A Royal Commission in 1896 officially laid the blame for the demise of Mildura’s irrigation settlement on George and WB Chaffey. Citing ‘woeful mismanagement’, the Victorian government withdrew the Chaffeys’ rights to the land. The public, however, largely remained sympathetic to the hardworking brothers.

Unable to sell his home and desperately broke, WB stayed on in Mildura as a well-respected community man who got around on a pushbike. In 1903, WB was appointed the president of Mildura Shire Council and became the borough’s first mayor in 1920. He eventually got to see Mildura’s farmlands rebound in WWI when prices for dried fruit skyrocketed. However he’s remembered, many credit the evolution of Mildura to WB’s legacy.



Eating & Drinking in Mildura: Our Picks

The Italian: Delectable sandwiches filled with quality deli ingredients on house-made ciabatta bread. 9am-2.30pm Mon-Fri $

JJ Korean Chicken & BBQ: Crispy Korean fried chicken and smoked meats. The bento box is a great sampler. 11am-9pm Tue-Sat, from 1pm Sun $

Blk.mlk Specialty Coffee: Modern cafe that knows its coffee. Popular all-day breakfast menu. 7am-2pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Fossey’s Distillery: Savour top-notch spirits, regional wines and beers with tapas under the vines at this boutique distillery. hours vary Thu-Sun

An 1800s River Hot Spot

Wander Echuca’s heritage-listed port

The Port of Echuca was instrumental to the wool and timber trade in the latter half of the 19th century. Surrounded by red gum forests, Echuca quickly gained a reputation for its ample high-quality timber, becoming the port of choice for many wool suppliers, knowing guaranteed return cargo awaited them at Echuca Wharf. The 1870s saw the wharf’s busiest years, with more than 1000 logs a week processed in the nearby timber mills, and arriving paddle steamers often resorting to underhanded tactics to get their shipments of wool and wheat unloaded first.

The three-level wharf underwent extensions to meet the intense demand through the 1880s, but improved rail transportation, economic depression and the popularisation of automobiles led the river industry into decline. During WWII, most of the wharf was dismantled to supply firewood to munitions factories in Melbourne. Fast forward to the 1970s when work began to revitalise the port precinct, opening as a tourist attraction in 1973 with the addition of the Port of Echuca Discovery Centre on the site of the old Evans Sawmill in 2013.

Access to the centre is free, and it tells the story of the National Heritage-listed port. Start inside for history and then venture out to the refurbished wharf, now an open-air museum, to peruse more exhibits and view the paddle steamers.

While visitors can walk the historical street in front of the port any time, access to the wharf is limited to the Discovery Centre’s opening hours.

[image: jpg]
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TAKING A PADDLE STEAMER

Mildura

From Mildura Wharf, cruise on the only paddle steamers to pass through a working lock in Australia. The fleet includes PS Melbourne, PV Rothbury (two hours) and PV Mundoo (paddlesteamers.com.au).

Swan Hill

One-hour cruises on PS Pyap from the Pioneer Settlement (2.30pm daily, plus 10.30am on weekends and school holidays). Book by phone (03-5036 2410, pioneersettlement.com.au).

Echuca

See Port of Echuca Discovery Centre for PS Pevensey (one hour), PS Alexander Arbuthnot and PS Adelaide (portofechuca.org.au), and Murray River Paddlesteamers for PS Emmylou (multi-night cruises), PS Canberra (one-hour cruises) and MV Murray Explorer (mrps.com.au).




MORE RIVER ADVENTURES

Follow the course of the Murray River from Mildura into South Australia. Venture through Australia’s largest wine-producing region in the Riverland and experience some of the world’s darkest star-filled skies in the Murraylands.



The Murray’s Mexican Side

Explore a cactus garden

About one hour by car from Echuca, Cactus Country is a fascinating private collection of more than 1000 species of cacti and succulents from around the world. Set on 5 hectares of arid landscape, this ‘little piece of Mexico on the Murray’ is Australia’s largest cactus garden, taking visitors through cacti of the Andes, Arizona and Central America over eight trails. See massive specimens in the Valley of the Giants to coral-looking monstrous forms in the Cactus Reef.

The Mexican theme screams loud and proud from the moment you enter the main building, with its brightly coloured stucco walls and exuberant decor. The restaurant offers nachos, tacos and margaritas, along with a range of cactus treats, from cake to lemonade. Try the delicious handcrafted cactus ice cream, featuring the fruit of the prickly pear, Peruvian apple and golden torch varieties from the garden on a rotational basis.


OTHER THINGS TO DO ON THE MURRAY

Great Aussie Beer Shed

Huge collection of Australian memorabilia, including 20,000 beer cans, 10 minutes from downtown Echuca.

Orange World

Take an entertaining one-hour tractor tour of a working Mildura citrus farm at 10.30am, 11.30am and 2.30pm daily (orangeworldmildura.com.au).

Australian Inland Botanic Gardens

Drop in to see Sturt desert peas in bloom almost all year round.

Maze at Woodsies Gem Shop

Spend 30 minutes to an hour trying to escape this challenging garden maze about 10 minutes from Mildura’s city centre.

Mildura Holden Motor Museum

See the brand’s evolution from the first model to its last in a showroom of up to 35 Holdens.



Eating & Drinking in Echuca: Our Picks

Wren Courtyard: Excellent coffee and all-day breakfast in a delightful garden setting. 7am-3pm Tue-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Echuca Distillery: Enjoy spirits, decadent cocktails and restaurant-quality food at the distillery’s Bar Lee. Book online (barlee.net). hours vary Wed-Sun $$$

The Mill: Asian–Australian fusion restaurant. For the swankiest seating, choose the ‘lounge’ when booking. from noon Fri-Sun, from 4pm Mon-Thu $$$

Niko Niko: Get all the usual suspects at this casual Japanese–Korean restaurant, including Korean fried chicken. hours vary Tue-Sun $$




Beyond the Murray
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The Murray River is the natural frontier between Victoria and NSW. Make a quick crossing and the rest of NSW awaits.


The Victorian farming community of Mildura is the gateway to the southwestern corner of Outback NSW. From here, it’s a quick jaunt to Wentworth for more river play and sandhills, and the Silver City Hwy can take you to the historic mining town of Broken Hill.

A separate road northeast leads to the World Heritage–listed Mungo National Park, one of the most significant Aboriginal archaeological sites in the country. It was the discovery of the 42,000-year-old remains of Mungo Man and Mungo Lady here in the 1960s and 1970s that completely rewrote the science on the longevity of Aboriginal presence across the continent. Rise with the sun and see kangaroos and emus starting their day in the morning light.
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Places

Wentworth

Mungo National Park


GETTING AROUND

You can get to Wentworth by public bus from Mildura, but a car gives you the most flexibility. Mungo National Park has no public transport options. The tracks into and around the park are bumpy and unsealed. A 2WD will suffice in dry conditions, but consider an AWD or 4WD for greater confidence in more challenging terrain. For those who don’t want to drive, several tour companies operate out of Mildura.




Wentworth Time from Mildura: 30 MINS [image: img]

Explore an iconic river junction

In Wentworth, two of Australia’s great rivers meet: the Murray and the Darling. The country’s third-longest river, the 1472km-long Darling officially begins its journey between Brewarrina and Bourke in northern NSW, making its way down the entire state before meeting its confluence here, just north of the Victorian border.

Carrying more water than the Darling, the Murray’s dominant waters force the course of the Darling westward, which has resulted in the forming of a narrow spit of land, known as Junction Island. This island sandbar was the site of a well-known interaction between Captain Charles Sturt and a group of Paakantji, the ‘peoples of the Darling’, during his expedition of the Murray River in 1830.

The best way to view the island is from the Junction Viewing Tower at Junction Park. It’s possible to explore Junction Island on foot by crossing the bridge at the end of Ski Reserve Rd. However, at the time of research, it remained closed because of flood damage.

A 10-minute drive away is Perry Sandhills, a popular site for sandboarding. Boards can be hired for $20 a day from Intersport Mildura.

Mungo National Park Time from Mildura: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Delve into Mungo’s cultural significance

Mungo National Park is jointly managed by the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) in collaboration with Elders from the three Aboriginal tribal groups in the area.

Begin your exploration at the Mungo Visitor Centre to learn about the Paakantji, Ngiyampaa and Mutthi Mutthi people of the Willandra Lakes Region World Heritage Area through the centre’s interpretive displays. Find out about the discovery of Mungo Man and Mungo Lady, as well as the flora and fauna that inhabit this special landscape. NPWS staff are on hand to answer questions and help you navigate the park.

Behind the centre is the Meeting Place, where you can find a partial recreation of the 20,000-year-old footprints rediscovered at Willandra Lakes in 2003. They are the oldest human footprints found in Australia and the largest set of human ice age footprints anywhere in the world. Just a few metres away is the entrance to the Foreshore Walk (2.5km loop, 1½ hours) and Zanci Pastoral Heritage Loop (10km, three to five hours), along with Mungo Woolshed, an old shearing shed originally built in 1869.

Use of the on-site barbecue and shower facilities is included as part of the entry fee. For those not self-catering, the only option for food in Mungo National Park is the privately owned Mungo Bar and Bistro at Mungo Lodge (mungolodge.com.au). It’s open for breakfast (8am to 10am), lunch (noon to 2pm) and dinner (6pm to 8pm). Dinner is by reservation; meals orders must be phoned in by 4pm (03-5029 7297).


ENTERING MUNGO NATIONAL PARK

Mungo Visitor Centre is open from 8am to 4pm (8.30am to 4.30pm in summer), but may close earlier in extreme heat. The payment station for the collection of park entry fees is accessible 24 hours.

The payment station is under the verandah to the left of the main entrance. Fill out the front of the provided envelope and remove the front flap (titled ‘vehicle copy’) to reveal a carbon copy on the envelope’s front. Place the required cash ($8 per standard vehicle per day) or a completed credit card form (provided on-site) inside. Seal the envelope and insert it in the locked box. Display the removed vehicle copy on your car’s dashboard.






Drive the Mungo Loop Track
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The Mungo Loop Track is a 70km self-guided drive around Mungo National Park that starts and ends at the Mungo Visitor Centre. It’s easily completed in two to four hours, not including a lunette tour of the Walls of China.

Before leaving the 1 Mungo Visitor Centre, take a photo of the Mungo Track map on the wall inside. It’s useful for understanding your progression along the trail. Follow the signs to the 2 Walls of China. From the car park, it’s about five minutes on foot along a boardwalk to the lunette viewing platform. This is as far as you can go without an authorised guide. If taking an Aboriginal Discovery Tour, you follow your guide in convoy from the visitor centre to the walls and are then escorted onto the lunette for a two-hour walking tour.

Afterwards, continue independently via the signposted ‘self-drive’ track just before the car park. About 10 minutes away is popular sunset spot 3 Red Top Lookout, offering another view of the lunette from a boardwalk viewing platform.

Near the halfway point, you reach 4 Mallee Stop, a 500m loop walk through Mallee eucalypts on the park’s east side. If you want to stay overnight, 5 Belah Campground is less than a five-minute drive from here (advance booking required, 1300 072 757 or online).

On the northern rim, take the out-and-back detour to 6 Vigars Well to get a view of the backside of the lunette. As you venture west, you’ll reach 7 Zanci Homestead. Check out the woolshed for info on the area’s pastoral history.

From here, it’s less than 10 minutes back to the visitor centre. Toilets are located at the Visitor Centre, the Walls of China and Vigars Well.




Walk around an archaeological site

A highlight of Mungo National Park is the Walls of China. Named after Chinese workers who built a woolshed in the region in the mid-1800s, this series of otherworldly clay formations on sandy dunes is the result of erosion caused by land clearing since European arrival.

These remnants of a dry lakebed are referred to as a ‘lunette’ because of their resemblance to a moonlike landscape. Don’t be deceived by the swathes of blue on your map; Lake Mungo hasn’t seen water for 18,000 years, and what remains is continually being moved and shaped by the elements, revealing calcified trees and fossilised lake life. The groundbreaking discovery of Mungo Man and Mungo Lady, two of the oldest ritual burials to be found outside of Africa, happened at the lake.

This is an active archaeological site and place of immense cultural significance, so access to the lunette is with an authorised guide only. Visitors can support the Traditional Custodians through Aboriginal Discovery Tours (visitmungo .com .au/ discovery -tours .html), operated by Parks NSW, the only tours with Indigenous guides in Mungo and the only culturally permitted to talk to visitors about the Indigenous culture of the area. Visitors who do not take a tour may view the lunette at a distance from the boardwalk viewing platform, a couple of hundred metres from the Walls of China car park.
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PREPARE FOR YOUR MUNGO ADVENTURE
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Lance Jones, Ngiyampaa Elder and Discovery Guide at Mungo National Park, shares how to visit the park.

Access to Mungo is condition dependent, and rain can quickly cause road closures. Confirm what’s open within the park via NSW National Parks online (nationalparks.nsw.gov.au). For roads into Mungo, see the websites of the surrounding local shires of Wentworth (wentworth.nsw.gov.au), Balranald (balranald.nsw.gov.au) and Central Darling (centraldarling.nsw.gov.au).

Secure and pay for your accommodation online before arrival, including campgrounds. Carry plenty of food and water, and fill up your car with fuel as there are no supermarkets or petrol stations within Mungo.

For your safety and in respect to the Traditional Custodians, only enter areas open to the public and follow all park signage.






Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Bellarine Peninsula

Lon Retreat $$$ This upmarket retreat in Point Lonsdale has its own spa and heated mineral water pool, only accessible for guests or if you have a treatment.

Coastal Glamp $$$ Pick your tent, order a hamper and sleep at Bellarine Estate Winery on the Bellarine Peninsula. Bathrooms are shared, and there’s a two-night minimum.

McGlashan’s Wallington Estate $$$ Luxury eco-villas in Wallington look out onto the vineyard and have everything you need, including a barbecue in the alfresco area.

Birregurra

Brae $$$ Brae’s on-site boutique accommodation is only for guests dining at the restaurant. Suites by renowned architects Six Degrees look out to pastoral views.

Aireys Inlet

Sunnymead Hotel $$ This award-winning modern reimagining of an old motel yells refined fun. With its pool, poolside bar, intimate restaurant and day spa, it’s a winner.

Timboon

Timboon Tiny Houses $$ Co-owner Caroline has put thought into these three tiny homes, from the local soap and artwork to the ice cream flavour names.

Modesc $$ Across and up from the public swimming pool is this purpose-built designer accommodation, with luxury everything and garden views.

Port Fairy

Pelican Waters $ Stay in a converted 1980s suburban train at one of Port Fairy’s more interesting accommodation options. It has all the mod cons and is on the rail trail.

Drift House $$$ An intriguing mix of 19th-century grandeur and 21st-century design, Drift House is a must for architecture lovers and a place to treat yourself.

Apollo Bay

YHA Eco Beach $ This architect-designed hostel is outstanding, with eco credentials, great lounge areas, multiple kitchens, a pool table and rooftop terraces.

Apollo Bay Recreation Reserve $ A great camping spot just out of town with grassy campsites for vans and tents on Barham River, near Marengo Beach.

Portland

Sawpit Campground $ This free site has excellent facilities in the middle of beautiful forest with wildlife 20km east of Portland. Mountain bike trails pass through.

Wilsons Promontory

Wilsons Promontory Lightstation $$$ There’s a trick to this heritage-listed accommodation: you need to hike 19km from Tidal River to get there.

Cape Conran Coastal Park

Banksia Bluff Camping Area $ Shady campsites under banksia trees. Look out for surfing dolphins and plenty more Aussie wildlife. Facilities include cold ‘bush’ showers.

Lakes Entrance

Eight Acres $$ The perfect farmstay with a glamping village, pool and cracking luxury camp kitchen with a fireplace. Don’t miss the morning feeding of the farm animals.

Metung

Metung Hot Springs Glamping $$$ Check in to a safari-style tent next to natural hot springs and bathe until the 10am check-out time.

Inverloch 

Inverloch Glamping Co $$$ A great spot off-route to Wilsons Promontory. Get snug in your dome or cute cabin with a shared camp kitchen.

Bendigo

Bendigo Backpackers $ A private-room hostel with shared bathrooms in a quiet converted home by Bendigo Creek. Good-sized kitchen and dining space for self-catering.

Julie-Anna Inn $$ Opposite Lake Weeroona on the tram line, this excellent motel features spacious rooms backing onto a central garden and pool.

Hotel Ernest $$$ Gorgeously restored 1863 bank building on the edge of central Rosalind Park. Choose Suite 1 for accessibility needs.

Ballarat

Craig’s Royal Hotel $$ Ballarat’s first licensed venue, this ostentatious hotel dates from 1853, and its guest list has included royalty and Mark Twain.

Hotel Vera $$$ Stunningly preserved 1893 building with mod-cons wrapped in elegant decor. Choose Suite 1 for accessibility needs.
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Daylesford & Hepburn Springs

Dudley Boutique Hotel $$$ Comfort meets style at this guest-centred sanctuary by Hepburn Mineral Springs Reserve. Ask about the chauffeur and concierge services.

Shizuka Ryokan $$$ Traditional Japanese-style inn with a focus on deep relaxation. Offers private baths, restaurant, spa, and yoga and meditation sessions.

The Grampians

Halls Gap Log Cabins $$ Fully equipped self-contained cabins perfect for a family or group stay. Wood-burning fireplaces from April to November. Two-night minimum stay may apply.

Tim’s Place $$ Simple two-bedroom self-contained apartments that can sleep up to six. Right by Halls Gap Recreation Reserve, a popular spot for ‘roos.

The Murray

Mildura City Gate Motel $$ Spotless motel conveniently located across from the paddle steamer wharf. The fridge comes stocked with breakfast essentials.

CocknBull Boutique Hotel $$$ Just off the main street of Echuca, this apartment-style accommodation with full kitchen facilities makes an excellent base.

Mungo National Park

Mungo Shearers’ Quarters $ Excellent private bunk-style rooms with air-con and heating next to the visitor centre. Shared kitchen and bathroom. BYO sleeping bag and pillow.

Mungo Lodge $$ Choose from tents, cabins and family rooms at this privately run lodge a 10-minute drive from the visitor centre. Convenient on-site restaurant.

Bright

Hara House $$$ Impeccably styled rooms with exposed brick and a complimentary minibar in a native garden setting. There’s a wheelchair-accessible room.

Mt Buffalo

Lake Catani Campground $ A stunning summer campground with flush toilets, hot showers and a variety of sites. Winter stays are possible without water.

Beyond the Edge $$$ The world’s highest cliff camping experience is in Mt Buffalo Gorge. Abseil down and sleep. Operates from November to May.

Mt Hotham

Alpine Nature Experience $$ This eco-village has domes and tents aloft in trees that can even host families and small groups.

Porepunkah

Kilnhouses $$$ Hidden away on a former tobacco farm are these boutique luxury cottages converted from old kiln houses. Minimum two-night stay.

Rutherglen

Mt Ophir Estate $$$ Set yourself up in a castle on this 50-hectare farmland property: go to the tower room or stand watch at the gatehouse. Minimum two-night stay.





Tasmania
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GONDWANA WILDERNESS, GOURMET FOOD, CONVICT HISTORY


A compact, tasty package full of wild wonder, natural beauty, brutal history, exquisite wines, artisan beers, salt spray and windswept beaches. Oh, and those whiskies…
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Lutruwita/Tasmania, the large, mountainous island off the southern coast of the Australian mainland, was, roughly 12,000 years ago, connected through a land bridge along the Kent and Furneaux Islands to Victoria’s Wilsons Promontory. Aboriginal people have inhabited lutruwita ever since.

Abel Tasman was the first European to record sighting the island (in 1642), which he named Van Diemen’s Land after his sponsor. Whalers and sealers were regular visitors to the outer islands but it wasn’t until the British arrived in 1803 that European settlement commenced at Sullivans Cove, the site of modern-day Hobart. The British colonised by ‘convict labour’, transporting up to 80,000 prisoners until 1853 when the practice ceased and the colony was renamed Tasmania. By this stage, the original Aboriginal inhabitants of the main island had been ruthlessly hunted down during the Black Wars and many were forcibly repatriated to the Furneaux Islands.

Over 40% of Tasmania is protected by either national park or World Heritage status with the entire southwest corner’s primeval old-growth wilderness unchanged since the time of Gondwanaland. Tasmania has many endemic species of flora and fauna found nowhere else in the world. It has been the scene for many bitter environmental struggles and the world’s first Green party was established here.

These days, most visitors come for both a wilderness experience and to partake of the excellent gourmet food and drink scene.
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THE MAIN AREAS

HOBART

Australia’s prettiest capital city.

THE SOUTH

Convicts, cheese, cider and wilderness.

EAST COAST

Beaches, wildlife, whisky and wine.

LAUNCESTON

Wine, food and history.

CRADLE & TAKAYNA/TARKINE

Wilderness, mountains and hiking.

WILD RIVERS, LAKES & MIDLANDS

Rafting, fly-fishing and distilleries.





Find Your Way


Compact by Australian standards, getting anywhere in Tasmania still takes time owing mainly to the island’s mountainous topography. Roads are rarely straight or dual carriageway, bus services are infrequent and passenger trains extinct.
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Plan Your Days


If you only have a weekend then pick Hobart or Launceston as your base. Most Tasmanian hire cars can be left at either airport, so there’s no need to do circuits on longer trips.
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Hobart in a Weekend

• Grab a pastry and coffee at Battery Point then walk to Salamanca Market, where it’s easy to lose a few hours. Take the Mona ferry and then have tapas at Moorilla Wine Bar before descending into Mona. A drink on the lawn is de rigueur before bussing back to town. Watch sunset over kunanyi from Frogmore Creek then devour Flippers fish and chips.

• Sunday, get your coffee with a murtabak or bao bun from Farm Gate Market before driving to Pinnacle Lookout for incredible views over the Derwent. Pick up oysters on your way back to the airport.




East Coast in a Week

• From Hobart head for the Tasman Peninsula, visit Port Arthur and bag a coastal walk.

• Maria Island calls next; take the ferry from Triabunna and spend the night. Back on the East Coast, sample wineries on the way to Freycinet. A climb to the lookout will burn off some carbs before staying overnight in Bicheno.

• Next stop’s St Helens, where mountain bikes head for the forest. Detour to Pyengana and the Pub in the Paddock; stay overnight in Binalong Bay. Check out trails in Derby or wineries in Pipers Brook. Spend your last night in historic Evandale.




West Coast in a Week

• From Launceston head to pretty Deloraine and walk the gentle Riverbank or the more exciting Liffey Falls. Decide between Sheffield’s murals or Mole Creek’s caves en route to Cradle Mountain, where brilliant peaks and tarns are worth at least two days.

• Drive north to Stanley, where its impressive Nut, little penguins and historic buildings entice a stay. Immerse yourself in rainforest on the Tarkine Drive before finding rustic digs in Corinna.

• Return to civilisation in Strahan for a relaxing cruise. Take lonely Lyell Hwy back to Hobart, passing the iconic Franklin River and Lake St Clair.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Tassie loves a festival. There’s usually something on somewhere – and if there isn’t, somebody will invent one, which is exactly how Dark Mofo materialised.

JANUARY

Hobart is one big party with the Sydney to Hobart yachts and the Taste of Summer. Cygnet gets all folksy.
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FEBRUARY

Hobart celebrates maritime love with Regatta Day and Launceston has Festivale.
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MARCH

Forth Valley gets the Blues and the Huon Valley is spreading the Taste.
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APRIL

There’s a nip in the air as summer crowds melt away. The fagus is turning around Cradle Mountain, Lake St Clair and the Western Lakes.
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JUNE

Rip off your clothes and take the icy plunge as Hobart goes all elemental during Dark Mofo.
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SEPTEMBER

Great Eastern Wine Week on the East Coast, Junction Arts festy in Launceston; meanwhile, the Overland Track is still free.
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NOVEMBER

Bicheno’s turn to celebrate East Coast gourmet highlights with spring’s Bicheno Food & Wine Festival.

[image: jpg]

SLAVA ZOLOTKO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Hobart

MODERN ART | MOUNTAIN TRAILS | FOOD SCENE
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Blessed by a stunning location and a temperate maritime climate, nipaluna/Hobart lies on the lands of the Muwinina People. Established by the English in 1804 (partly to ward off French curiosity), the fledgling colony, now Australia’s second-oldest capital city, spread out from Sullivans Cove along the timbered flanks of ubiquitous kunanyi/Mt Wellington, a 1271m alpine plateau, edged by sheer dolerite cliffs. Adopted as the city’s totem, local artists often depict kunanyi with eyes, watching over the inhabitants of Hobart Town.

No sleepy backwater, Hobart offers world-class dining showcasing the island’s delectable local produce (including divine oysters and scallops), hipster back-lane cocktail bars, exceptional craft breweries and bespoke distilleries producing global award-winning spirits. Both Mona, the edgiest art gallery in the country, and Salamanca Market draw hordes of tourists so it’s no wonder there’s a different cruise ship in port every day during summer.
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Pinnacle Lookout | SAKARET/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

Hobart International Airport is 18km from the CBD (central business district); normal journey time is 25 minutes. SkyBus coaches meet every flight and service six city locations ($19.50/36 single/return). Budget $38 to $48 for a rideshare to Salamanca. The easiest way to explore Hobart is on two legs as most major wine and dine options are strung out between Salamanca and North Hobart. A novel way around town is by orange (Neuron) or purple (Beam) e-scooters. You’ll have to scan the QR code and download the app, and check exclusion zones carefully.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Battery Point

2 Salamanca Place

3 Tasmanian Museum & Art Gallery

SIGHTS

4 Allport Library & Museum of Fine Arts

5 Arthur Circus

6 Brooke Street Pier

7 Constitution Dock

8 Contemporary Art Tasmania

9 Kelly Steps

10 Maritime Museum of Tasmania

11 Parliament House

12 Princes Park

13 Princes Pier

14 St Davids Park

15 Sullivans Cove

16 Victoria Dock

17 Waterfront

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

18 takara nipaluna

SLEEPING

19 Alabama Hotel

20 Astor Private Hotel

21 Hadley’s Orient Hotel

22 Henry Jones Art Hotel

23 Lodge on Elizabeth

24 MACq 01

25 Montacute

26 Old Woolstore Apartment Hotel

27 Sullivans Cove Apartments

EATING

28 Aløft

29 Annapurna

30 Bangkok City

31 Born in Brunswick

32 Cultura

33 Fico

34 Flippers

35 Heartfood Cafe

36 Hometown Secret

37 Jackman & McRoss

38 Kinoko Deli

39 La Sardina Loca

40 Machine Laundry Café

41 Malik

42 Mures

43 Ozus

44 Pot Sticker Dumpling House

45 Ristorante Da Angelo

46 Street Eats @ Franko

47 Taste of Malaysia

48 The Stagg (Midtown)

49 Three Japanese

50 Urban Greek

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

51 Angelika Bar

52 Bar Wa

53 Crescent Hotel

54 Customs House Hotel

55 Deep South Brewing Co

56 Institut Polaire

57 Manky Sally’s

58 Overland Brewers

59 Republic Bar & Café

60 Room For A Pony

61 Shambles Brewery

62 Suzy Luck

63 T-Bone Brewing Co

64 The Winston

65 Willing Bros

ENTERTAINMENT

see 51 State Cinema

SHOPPING

66 Farm Gate Market

67 Salamanca Market

68 Spice World

69 State Bookstore

TRANSPORT

70 Elizabeth Street

71 kunanyi/Mt Wellington Explorer Bus

72 Mac 02
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Cycling is popular in this outdoorsy city and there are plenty of bike paths, bike shops, bike hires and dedicated bike parking. This is one place an e-bike rules.




Strolling Farm Gate Market

From earth to hearth

An early Sunday morning stroll down Bathurst St between Murray and Elizabeth is a weekly ritual for many Hobartians. This excellent farmers market is the place to find pine mushrooms, bespoke pasta, artisan loaves, crumbly cheeses or expertly cured salamis. Their ethos is simple: if you can’t eat it, drink it, grow it or meet the producer, you can’t sell it. A lively selection of food vans serve up interesting brekkies of bao buns, murtabak, wallaby burritos and congee, though not everyone needs a gin tasting at 8.30am. Stock up here before heading out for a day trip.

takara nipaluna

Discover a different history

Time-travel through colonial nipaluna/Hobart as you wander (takara means walking) its streets with Nunami Sculthorpe-Green, a proud palawa and Walpiri woman, who reveals the true and tragic history of her lutruwita/Tasmanian ancestors. Her 90-minute walking tours retrace the route of ‘the 40’, a group of elite warriors who walked into Hobart Town in the early 1830s in pursuit of a treaty to end the Black Wars. What happened next reshaped the future of the island’s original inhabitants forever.

The immersive, leisurely paced and accessible tours start on Bathurst St and slowly meander downhill to the waterfront and Parliament Sq, revealing not only the history, but also long-forgotten or covered-up landmarks. Who knew there is a bridge in the Elizabeth St Mall over the Hobart Rivulet, or that the stream once flowed right past what is now the front fence of the Tasmanian Museum?

Uncover the Past

From fossils to ice floes

Central Hobart has several museums worthy of perusal. The Tasmanian Museum & Art Gallery (TMAG) has engaging displays on Tasmanian history, art, culture and natural science in a collection of colonial-era buildings occupying a whole city block opposite the waterfront. Learn what happened to Thylacinus cynocephalus, the Tasmanian tiger, or about the Black Wars between the colonists and the island’s original inhabitants. Come away with a better understanding of Antarctica and learn some words of palawa kani, the recreated language of Aboriginal Tasmania. There’s daily free tours, kid-focused exhibitions and a courtyard cafe.

Behind TMAG, the small Maritime Museum of Tasmania details the continuous role the sea has played in the island’s history, from transportation, whaling and shipwrecks to modern-day port operations.

Under the State Library on Murray St, the Allport Library & Museum of Fine Arts showcases colonial paintings, manuscripts, rare books and furniture.


FARM GATE LOVE
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Martino Crippa, co-owner/chef with wife Sofia of Osteria @ Petty Sessions in Franklin, explains why they love Hobart’s Farm Gate Market, where they sell their amazing homemade pasta on Sunday mornings. @osteria_pettysessions

It’s a great market because all the customers are shopping for high-quality produce and don’t mind paying a fair price. It’s the perfect place for us to sell our products, which are made from 100% Tasmanian ingredients, as it allows us to diversify and become more sustainable. They are also a great organisation. They really helped us out a lot to get through COVID.



Eating in the CBD: Best Dinners

Street Eats @ Franko: Friday nights in summer Franklin Sq are live music in a cloud of cooking fumes. 4-9pm Fri Dec-Apr $

Hometown Secret: Excellent dim sum and Chinese soul foods impress at this eatery. 11am-2.30pm, 5-8.30pm Mon-Sat, to 3pm Sun $

Taste of Malaysia: Best seafood laksa in Hobart. Don’t bother going anywhere else. 11am-9pm Wed-Mon $

La Sardina Loca: Tapas bar that’s perfect for drinks and share plates. 4pm-midnight Mon, Wed-Thu, from noon Sun, noon-2am Fri-Sat $$

Cultura: Excellent Italian food with daily chef’s specials. Fettuccine gamberi aglio e olio? Belissimo! 11.30am-8.30pm Tue-Sat $$

Urban Greek: You’ll smell the charcoal seafood before you see it...too late, your taste buds are hooked! 5-9pm Wed-Mon $$

Astor Bar & Grill: The best selection of aged meat in a cosy, old-English setting. noon-10pm Wed-Fri, from 5.30pm Tue & Sat $$$

Fico: The food’s amazing but it’s the paired wines that take flavours of the ‘feed me’ menu to another planet. 6-8pm Thu-Sat, noon-1.30pm Sun $$$


NIPALUNA NURTURING

[image: jpg]

Nunami Sculthorpe-Green, proud palawa and Walpiri woman and owner/operator of Blak Led Tours, lists her favourite nipaluna activities. @blak_led_tours

Taking the walking tracks around Cornelian Bay near my house all the way to the Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens.

Farm Gate Market every Sunday. The congee from Rough Rice and the scamorza cheese from Elgar farm are my weekly staples.

Spice World in Bank Arcade, one of the best shops in nipaluna/Hobart, stocks herbs, spices and staples not available anywhere else. Always leave with more than I intended.

The local art scene, especially the smaller galleries like Contemporary Art Tasmania and Good Grief Studios, both in North Hobart.



Eating in the CBD: Cheap Lunches

Bangkok City: Three toppings, rice or noodles, meat or vegan, curry or stir-fry, eat-in or takeaway. 11am-8.30pm Mon-Sat, to 3pm Sun $

Kinoko Deli: Hidden away in the Bank of Us Centre the Japanese offerings are simple and tasty. Try the nori tacos! 9am-5pm Mon-Fri, 10am-3pm Sat $

Pot Sticker Dumpling House: Old-time Collins St dumpling and stir-fry is every Hobartian’s guilty pleasure. 11.30am-8.45pm $

Heartfood: Tiny vegan teahouse in Banks Arcade offering Asian-inspired wholesome curries. 9.30am-3.30pm Mon-Sat $






TOP EXPERIENCES
Mona


More than just an art gallery, the Museum of Old and New Art at Berriedale is David Walsh’s crazed love song to his home town while simultaneously a magnificent ‘up yours’ to the art establishment. Explore the weird, the rare, the creepy and the downright disgusting.
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MONA/JESSE HUNNIFORD ©


PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Background

David Walsh grew up in nearby Glenorchy and turned his mathematics prowess to professional gambling, where he made his fortune. An avid collector, he originally bought Moorilla Estate in the ’90s as somewhere to house his art collection, but fell in love with the land and the wine. Mona, Walsh’s second attempt at a gallery (nobody came to his first), is built on the original estate and opened in 2011. It has become the largest private art gallery in the Southern Hemisphere and boosted the state’s tourism (and business confidence) enormously, sparking the term ‘Mona effect’, meaning the ripple effect for other businesses to prosper from the increased tourism as well. An expanding Mona world includes a brewery, Moo Brew – once on-site, now at Bridgewater – several fine-dining restaurants, a wine bar, live music, tennis courts, luxury accommodation and even a recording studio.

Berriedale is a 25-minute drive or ferry trip from Brooke St Pier. Mona is currently open 10am to 4pm, Friday to Monday. Tickets must be booked online as numbers are regulated.


DON’T MISS

Sidney Nolan’s Snake

Siloam Tunnels

Pharos Wing

Eerie dark rooms

Rotating exhibitions

Live music on the lawn

Share plates in the sun

Ferry ride




The Museum

Burrowed into the side of a sandstone peninsula overlooking the Derwent River, surrounded by grapevines, a tennis court and astro turf, are three subterranean, dimly lit galleries connected by a spiralling staircase. Mona is all about discovery; there is no set viewing pattern, nor are works labelled. Walsh knows what he likes, and doesn’t care who else does. Beyond eclectic, the collection is more like fractals in 12 dimensions. Eerie, seemingly empty rooms, Egyptian sarcophagi, defecating cloaca and a smart-arse rain fountain are just starters. Mona is a visual and intellectual onslaught. Add strobe lights, sound effects, tunnels and 1620 panels of Sidney Nolan’s Snake, not to mention regularly rotating, head-tripping guest exhibitions, and you suddenly realise three hours have passed and you’re still not sure how to get back to daylight.


Embrace the O

To make any sense of Mona’s label-less artworks, you will need to download the ‘O’ smartphone app, a marvel of geospatial and bluetooth programming that reveals all you’ll ever need to know about the artwork you are currently facing. And probably a few things you didn’t. It’s also useful for finding the exit.



Eating & Drinking

Nosh pits number five, and counting...

Dubsy Festival-style burgers, tostadas and lawn snacks, for, well, eating on the lawn.

Moorilla Wine Bar Outside the museum entrance, this is a good informal choice for some share plates and a couple of drinks in the sun. Plenty of vegan options.

The Void Caters for the kind of person who really needs to drink a Jaffa Milk Punch 17m underground. You’ll need to pay the museum admission to get there.

Faro Fine dining in a light-filled performance space at the end of the Pharos gallery with massive glass windows overlooking the entrance to Berriedale Bay. The cuisine changes regularly.

The Source Five-star service in an immaculate restaurant with views over the Derwent, showcasing the best ingredients Tasmania has to offer.

Wine & Beers

Moorilla Estate wines are still made on-site and you can arrange a tasting at the cellar door by booking online. The pinot noir is exceptional.

Moo Brew grew too big, so the brewery was booted down the road to Bridgewater but you can still sample the excellent beers at the wine bar, The Void or at Manky Sally’s back in Salamanca. Try the pilsner for crispness or the barrel-aged stout for death-factor.


TOP TIPS

• People with limited mobility can avoid the 90 steps from the ferry jetty by asking to use ‘the tunnel’.

• Entry to the grounds and wine bar is free.

• Bring a jacket for the ferry, as the wind on the Derwent River is freezing.

• Download the ‘O’ app to your smartphone when booking and bring earphones. Some lender iPods running the ‘O’ app are available if you ask.

• Tasmanians receive free entry but still need to book and leave a $5 deposit.

• You can ride to Mona from Salamanca in 50 minutes along the Intercity Cycleway.






Get Your (Waterfront) Bearings

Historic buildings, raucous pubs and nightlife

Hobart’s historic waterfront is as bustling today as it was 200 years ago, though these days it’s tourists, not stevedores, milling about. The old sandstone warehouses of Hunter St now house boutique hotels and upmarket restaurants, while the steam crane no longer visits Macquarie Pier, now glitzy MACq 01 and the cruise ship terminal Mac 02. The old crane stands mute over Constitution Dock’s bobbing chippies, museum hulks and the annual Sydney to Hobart fleet. Victoria Dock’s commercial fishing fleet is loaded with nets and cray pots while ferries depart Brooke Street Pier to Mona, and Bellerive on the Eastern Shore.
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Constitution Dock | DARREN TIERNEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tasmania’s Parliament House lies behind a green, tree-filled park in front of the raucous sandstone strip of Salamanca Place. A collection of renovated sandstone warehouses stocked with bars and restaurants, jewellery workshops, boutiques and art galleries, it’s home to the famous Saturday market. Across the green is the Princes Pier exhibition space.

Time to stretch those legs: the easiest way to negotiate Hobart’s waterfront and Salamanca is on foot as the area is nicely compact, quite flat and rather parking unfriendly. There’s plenty of e-scooters lying around but most people use them for the novelty value rather than any transport need. The Intercity Cycleway comes straight into Salamanca along the northern shore. Main access points to this area are Kelly Steps from Battery Point (avoid if your knees have been replaced), St Davids Park (for CBD hotels), Murray St (ditto) and Elizabeth St.

The airport SkyBus, Grand Chancellor (1) and Brooke St Pier (2) stops are the most useful for the waterfront and Salamanca. Mona, Red Decker, kunanyi/Mt Wellington Explorer Bus and Gray Line all drop off at Brooke St Pier.
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kunanyi/Mt Wellington | MATT MAKES PHOTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 kunanyi/Mt Wellington

2 Mona

SIGHTS

3 Cornelian Bay

4 Fern Tree

5 Lost World

see 1 Organ Pipes

see 1 Pinnacle Lookout

6 Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens

7 Sandy Bay

8 Short Beach

9 Sphinx Rock

10 Taroona Beach

see 9 The Springs

11 Wellington Falls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 8 Roaring 40s Kayaking

SLEEPING

see 7 Grosvenor Court Apartment Hotel

EATING

see 2 Dubsy

see 2 Faro

see 7 Giddy Up

see 7 Kirin

see 9 Lost Freight

see 7 Solo Pasta & Pizza

see 7 Suminato

see 2 The Source

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Cascade Brewery

see 12 Cascade Brewery Bar

see 4 Fern Tree Tavern

13 Longley Hotel

see 2 Moorilla Estate

see 2 The Void

TRANSPORT

14 Foreshore Trail

15 Hobart Rivulet Trail

16 Intercity Cycleway

17 Sandy Bay Road




Salamanca Market Foraging

Feed the masses

Arguably Hobart’s biggest tourist attraction is this Saturday morning market sprawling 500m down the length of Salamanca Place from Davey St to the end of the lawn. You’ll find everything here: arts, crafts, jewellery, produce, food vans, booze, souvenirs, buskers, clever stuff, the tacky and the mundane.

Get there early before the hordes descend, especially if there’s a cruise ship in port. Once it heats up, escape the market and explore the warehouses where internal arcades house artisan jewellery co-operatives, secondhand bookshops and several interesting galleries. Check out the upstairs exhibition spaces before seeking sanctuary further afield – up Kelly Steps to Battery Point for a coffee and croissant.

Get Yer Dark Mofo On

Let us descend!

What started out as a fun, irreverent way to get Hobart folk out of their homes and connecting with their neighbours during those long, cold winter nights somehow morphed into a massive celebration of all things dark, Gothic and red that attracts visitors from around the world. Everything from the airport to the Tasman Bridge, waterfront buildings and Salamanca are daubed in red light and upside-down crosses during this multifarious arts and cultural festival held in mid-June each year. There’s plenty of music and performance art, from the shocking to the sublime to the downright weird, though two events are constant: the multi-night Winter Feast and the festival-closing Nude Solstice Swim on the winter solstice.

Up Close with kunanyi

Walking, mountain biking and blizzards

Omnipresent 1271m kunanyi/Mt Wellington is as integral to Hobart’s collective zeitgeist as the sea. Majestically aloof or mysteriously shrouded in cloud, Hobart’s ‘weather vane’ is so large it generates its own weather patterns, both shielding Hobart from the Roaring 40s and robbing it of the rain they carry; Hobart is Australia’s second-driest capital. The Pinnacle Lookout is a popular tourist destination, providing magnificent views over Hobart and the Derwent Estuary. Below it, the sheer, fluted dolerite columns of the Organ Pipes, kunanyi’s eastern face popular with rock climbers, are visible from Salamanca. Bushwalkers, trail runners and mountain bikers are drawn to the network of tracks crisscrossing the mountain. The treeless, wind-raked alpine plateau sees snow fall any time of year with the wind-chill routinely sending temperatures subzero.

Access is from Fern Tree via narrow, winding Pinnacle Road, closes at The Springs (halfway point) or even lower in bad weather. Summer weekends the road is choked to capacity by day-trippers; drive or bus to Fern Tree then walk up. The kunanyi/Mt Wellington Explorer Bus is a good option for sightseers, walkers and bikers with its hop on/hop off passes and stops at Fern Tree, The Springs, The Chalet, Big Bend and The Pinnacle. Buses depart Brooke St Pier several times a day.

The Springs, once the site of a health spa, is now a trailhead for walking tracks. A popular short walk leads to Sphinx Rock, while more demanding routes visit the Organ Pipes, Wellington Falls and the summit. Several mountain-biking tracks like Radfords and the North–South track to Glenorchy depart from here.

Take warm clothes and wet weather gear on even the shortest walk on the mountain, as conditions can deteriorate rapidly. It might be sunny at Salamanca but it could be snowing on the summit and every year many tourists are caught out in inappropriate clothing by a sudden change in conditions. Wind-chill is a killer.


DOLERITE ROCKS

Notice those fluted columns on kunanyi’s face, known as the Organ Pipes? These are made out of dolerite, an igneous rock created around 170 million years ago during the breakup of the super-continent Gondwanaland. The breakup caused a massive upthrust of molten magma which cooled just below the earth’s surface, finally exposed after several more million years of erosion, resulting in the blocky, geometric fluted columns around the island today. Tasmania has the largest deposits of dolerite worldwide, from the Tasman Peninsula’s towering sea-cliffs to the lofty peaks of the Overland Track. And if you thought the Organ Pipes were impressive, check out the nearby Lost World amphitheatre below Big Bend corner off kunanyi’s Pinnacle Rd.



Eating in Salamanca & Waterfront

Flippers: The pick of the ‘chippies’ floating in Constitution Dock. 9.30am-8pm Mon-Thu, to 10pm Fri, to 9pm Sat-Sun $

Mures: Downstairs has all the ambience of a supermarket but also one of the best seafood chowders in town. 8am-9pm $$

Machine Laundry Café: Great coffee. Try Thom’s Thing with avo, grilled halloumi and chickpeas as your clothes spin. 7.30am-2.30pm $$

Suzy Luck: The cocktails here will kill you, so eat as many beef or tofu skewers as you can. noon-11.30pm Mon-Fri, from 5pm Sat-Sun $$

Customs House: Historic pub serves up excellent steaks and seafood. 7-10am, noon-2.30pm, 5.30-9pm $$

Manky Sally’s: Moo Brew’s Salamanca outlet’s kimchi pancakes are a treat. 4-9pm Mon-Wed, noon-11pm Fri-Sat, to 9pm Thu & Sun $$

Aløft: Inventive flavours with a view to die for. Excellent booze pairing with the ‘feed-me’ menu. 5.30pm-late Tue-Sat $$$

Institut Polaire: A celebration of all things polar from the blizzard white interior to the Süd Polaire martini. 4pm-midnight Thu-Sun $$$


LORD MAYOR’S FAVES
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Rt Hon. Cr Anna Reynolds, the Independent Lord Mayor of Hobart, was elected in 2018, only the third woman to ever hold the position. @annareyno

Hobart is such a vibrant, creative and down-to-earth small city, set in a stunning landscape.

Street Eats @ Franko on a Friday night in summer is a lively mix of everything Hobart.

The Stagg (Midtown) serves my favourite coffee in a thriving part of the CBD.

Institut Polaire, a celebration of Hobart’s connection to Antarctica, has amazing food and drinks.

kunanyi’s spectacular Organ Pipes track! To get up close to the ‘face’ of Hobart, with views rivalling The Pinnacle, has been a Hobart favourite for over 100 years.



Eating & Drinking on kunanyi

Cascade Brewery: At the foot of kunanyi, the brewery bar lies opposite the iconic 1824 ‘mill’ building. noon-9pm Wed-Sat, to 5pm Sun-Tue $$

Fern Tree Tavern: Pub with a menu to please both vegetarians and die-hard carnivores. 11.30am-9pm Fri-Sat, to 8pm Sun, Wed-Thu, closed Mon-Tue $$

Longley Hotel: Rockin’ country pub pulls major touring bands. 11am-11.30pm Fri-Sat, to 10pm Wed-Thu, earlier Sun-Tue $$

Lost Freight: Perched in a container at The Springs, there’s coffee, pies, wraps, brownies and other drinks. 9am-3.30pm Mon-Fri, 8.30am-4pm Sat-Sun $



Drinks Ahoy!
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Start with a pint at the historic ‘Shippie’, 1 The Shipwright’s Arms (1846) in Battery Point, just above the old boatyards and still favoured by salty types today. Try the excellent chowder then meander through the village to an old sailmaker’s cottage, 2 Preachers. The building might date from 1849 but the funky bus in the beer garden hails from the 1980s. Strong craft beers, inclusive burgers and the west-facing outdoor area are a hit with young locals. Just down the hill on Salamanca, the rollicking 3 Whaler has been serving bespoke ales under various licences since 1829 and the clientele is an egalitarian mix of tourists, tradies and professionals. Cross the Parliament House Gardens to 4 Customs House, a colonial-era inn (1846) that has an old-school public bar, an excellent happy hour and a view of the waterfront – not to mention a fine-dining restaurant as well as your trad bar fare. Keeping your left hand on the shopfronts, stumble into the ‘Telly’, 5 Telegraph Hotel, a swanky, renovated drinking hole on the next corner dating from 1858 with a rooftop bar, live music and tasty baskets of whitebait. Time for a cleanser? Weave across the road to Brooke St Pier where some green chilli oysters and a pepperberry margarita from 6 Rosie in My Midnight Dreams will sort you out. Next, a quick detour to the 7 Lark Distillery for a warming dram before onwards to 8 Frogmore Creek. Watch the sun sink slowly behind kunanyi while slurping a lively pinot noir (we won’t tell) then decamp around the corner to 9 Hobart Brewing Co where all is forgiven. The old tin shed serves excellent beers and the outside fire pits (mostly) repel Hobart’s winter.



Exploring Sandy Bay & Battery Point

Colonial architecture, restaurants and beaches

Battery Point, sitting on the headland above Salamanca, is one of Hobart’s oldest suburbs, taking its name from the old gun emplacement over the Derwent, the ruins now buried beneath Princes Park. Tiny streets and 19th-century terrace cottages add to the charm, invoking a sense of old-world calm and refinement missing from party-time Salamanca. There are several interesting cafes, pubs and restaurants all within easy walking distance.

In contrast, Sandy Bay, lying in the valley created by the eponymous rivulet, is bold and brash, full of traffic and restaurants, supermarkets and student dives. Sandy Bay Rd runs through its middle down to the beach then south along the coast to Taroona where it becomes the Channel Hwy heading to Kingston and seaside suburbs further south. Rising above Sandy Bay on the flanks of Mt Nelson is Dynnyrne and the main campus of University of Tasmania.

Battery Point has no public transport, being only a five-minute walk from Salamanca up Kelly Steps, though a more interesting route follows Castray Esplanade then climbs up through Princes Park to Runnymede St and the geometrically perfect Arthur Circus with its rows of quaint Georgian cottages and views of kunanyi.

Plentiful Metro bus services link Sandy Bay, Taroona and UTAS to the city. The Red Decker tourist hop-on/hop-off City Loop passes through Battery Point and Sandy Bay; the latter’s main road is also a popular cycle route mostly devoid of hills. Walking from Salamanca to Battery Point, expect a stiff climb up either Napoleon St by Short Beach, or the aptly named Nanny Goat La.


SYDNEY TO HOBART YACHT RACE

One of the world’s hardest yacht races connects Australia’s two oldest cities, departing Sydney every Boxing Day and finishing at Hobart’s Constitution Dock several days later. The race is notorious for bad weather, especially crossing treacherous Bass Strait, and it’s common for battered boats to retire early. The record for the quickest crossing is currently 33 hours. Hobart’s waterfront is a buzz of anticipation from 27 December as sails materialise in the Derwent and the dockside bars start heaving with the finishing crews. In true Australian egalitarian fashion, the last boat in is given a cheer as big as the first. Or perhaps that’s because by now it’s New Years Eve.



Eating in Sandy Bay & Battery Point

Giddy Up: Chicken waffles, really? Fresh produce and innovative dishes rule at this friendly local. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat-Sun $

Solo Pasta & Pizza: Consistently good and always busy, this friendly Italian churns out the pizzas and pastas. 5-9pm Tue-Sun $$

Kirin: Authentic Northern and Szechuan Chinese, meals here are spicy and filling. 11.30am-2pm, 5-9.30pm Wed-Mon $$

Suminato: Modern Japanese using the best local produce. Also good veg and GF. noon-2.30pm, 5-9pm Tue-Sun. from 5pm Mon $$

Jackman & McRoss: BP stalwart and ground zero for breakfast, brunch, breads and baked delights. 7am-5pm Mon-Sat, to 4pm Sun $

Ozus: Hole-in-the-wall cafe with awesome coffee, moreish toasties and fresh bagels. 7.30am-3.30pm Mon-Fri, 8am-3pm Sat-Sun $

Ristorante Da Angelo: Another BP classic, this ristorante packs out every night. 5-9.30pm Sun-Thu, to 10pm Sat, noon-10pm Fri $$

Three Japanese: Atmospheric Japanese with an eye for detail. Try the charcoal skewers, cooked on your table. 5.30-9pm Tue-Sun $$

Paddling the Cove

Sliding smoothly across still water

Clear mornings on Sullivans Cove, with the Derwent smooth and silky, the light low and golden, are perfect for sea kayaking, especially for those with no experience. Roaring 40s Kayaking runs a two-hour paddling trip most mornings between October and April suitable for all skill levels. The put-in is at Sandy Bay’s Short Beach, and the trip heads north around Secheron and Battery Point into Sullivans Cove, where you kayak right into the marina by Constitution Dock, then out again before the afternoon sea breeze starts whipping up a nasty chop. With some luck, you might also see dolphins.

Roaring 40s also runs longer trips for the more experienced, exploring the coves, beaches and sea caves along Hobart’s southern coastline as well as intrepid day-long adventures below Australia’s tallest sea-cliffs on the epic Tasman Peninsula.

Getting in the No(Ho)

Dining, live music and cinema

Hipster ‘NoHo’ is every local’s idea of a nice night out with friends. Maybe that first Tinder date, or catching up with your parents over from the mainland, that cool band you’ve been meaning to see or the latest Wes Anderson flick; North Hobart is all about socialising and having a good time.

While North Hobart officially begins at Warwick St just past Bar Wa, NoHo ground zero is the stretch of Elizabeth St between Burnett (ie Republic Bar & Café of touring bands fame) and Federal (ie The Winston, eveyone’s fave grunge dive) where bars and restaurants are packed cheek to jowl along both sides of the road.

The State Cinema is a NoHo institution, with 12 screens on various levels, showing a diverse range of films from the latest three-hour epic to shakey hand-held docos and community fundraisers. The Angelika Bar, with its warming double-sided fireplace, is perfect for cold winter evenings and the adjacent bookshop begs more than a passing glance. There are moreish tapas plates in the cafe out back.

North Hobart hasn’t always been so cool. Before the 1980s NoHo had a reputation as a tough working-class suburb and the Empire (now the Republic Bar) was a place decent citizens avoided. But subsequent gentrification pushed back the ‘flanellette curtain’, and later redevelopment and investment has brought the vibrancy you see today.

NoHo is a 20-minute walk up Elizabeth St from the CBD. Parking, as usual, is at a premium. Any bus heading north on Elizabeth St from Bathurst St onwards should take you there. E-scooters will get you as far as the Republic Bar. Ubers are cheap and plentiful in NoHo.


BEST HOBART BIKE ROUTES

Bikes (normal/electric) can be hired from Salamanca, Sandy Bay or CBD bike shops.

Intercity Cycleway

Popular route running 15km from Salamanca through Hobart’s northern suburbs to Claremont.

Foreshore Trail

Take your bike over on the Bellerive Ferry for this coastal route from Geilston Bay to Howrah.

Sandy Bay Road

Partial dedicated bike lanes smooth the run in from the southern beaches until the stiff climb over Battery Point.

Hobart Rivulet

Lazy riding along the shady rivulet leads to the Cascade Brewery, who knew?

Elizabeth Street

Slower-moving traffic makes this street cycle-friendly when moving between the city and NoHo.



Eating & Drinking in NoHo: Our Picks

Annapurna: One of the oldest, but still the best curry in North Hobart. Try the balti prawns, tandoori lamb cutlets or veggie thali. 5-10pm $$

Crescent Hotel: The mezze-style share plates of Middle Eastern and Eastern European fusion are da bomb! noon-11pm $$

Born in Brunswick: Worth the wander up to North Hobart for a funkified Melbourne-style bruncharama. 8am-2pm $$

Room for a Pony: Wood-fired pizzas draw the crowd to the heated outdoor tables. 7am-3pm Mon-Wed, to 9pm Thu, 8am-10pm Fri-Sun $$

The Winston: Everyone’s favourite NoHo dive pub has crafty beer action and a grungy-satisfying menu. 4-10.30pm Sun-Thu, to 11.30pm Fri & Sat $$

Republic Bar & Café: Used to hosting rock royalty, it serves pub grub. 3-10pm Mon-Tue, from noon Sun, noon-11pm Wed-Thu, to 1am Fri-Sat $$

Willing Bros: Cosy wine bar with a fantastic vino selection and sophisticated share plates. 4.30pm-midnight Wed-Sat $$$

Malik: Vegetarians will find plenty of love amongst these Middle Eastern share plates. 5.30-9pm Mon-Sat $$


KAYAK EXPLORATION
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Ewan Blyth, Wilderness Adventure Guide, shares his favourite paddling locales. @ballaghblyth

Blackmans Bay

Paddle south past aptly named Fossil Cove to the Tinderbox Marine Reserve and Tinderbox Beach (about 8km), where you can put out or return the same way. Great for newbies. Pack a mask and snorkel.

Franklin

For a more serene experience, slide your kayak into the mirror-like waters of the Huon River at Franklin just before dawn. Glide silently along glassy waterways as you get up close and personal with native birdlife.

Tasman Peninsula

Experienced sea kayakers will relish paddling below the tallest sea-cliffs in the Southern Hemisphere. With gaping sea caves, fur seal colonies and deserted sandy beaches, this is a paddle of a lifetime.



Drinking in NoHo: Best BrewPubs

Deep South Brewing Co: Camouflaged as a warehouse, Tuesday nights sees 2-for-1 pizzas. 4pm-midnight Tue-Thu, from noon Fri-Sat

T-Bone Brewing Co: T-Bone’s nooks and crannies complement the quirky ales. 2-11pm Fri-Sat, to 8pm Sun & Wed, closed Mon-Tue

Shambles Brewery: Just outside the Warwick St boundary, Shambles’ heart is still all NoHo. 4-10pm Wed-Thu, noon-midnight Fri-Sat, to 8pm Sun

Overland Brewers: An Argyle St makeover takes brewing to 11 – pairing beers with whiskies. 4-9.30pm Wed-Thu, noon-10pm Fri-Sat, to 5pm Sun




Beyond Hobart
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Windswept beaches, alpine wilderness, historic villages, oyster-filled bays and valleys of grapes and hops, all within an hour of Hobart.


After sufficient Hobart hedonism, it’s time to stretch your road legs. Cambridge, by Hobart Airport, slips under most visitors’ radar but is home to the achingly deserted Seven Mile Beach, and Barilla Bay, known for its delicious oysters. Craft beer and superb whisky aren’t too far away while the wineries and gastronomic delights of the Coal Valley beckon the run-up to historic Richmond and its streets of restored Georgian buildings, not to mention Australia’s oldest bridge. West from Hobart, the fertile fields around New Norfolk are laden with hop vines and rustic alehouses seek to waylay the traveller on their way out to Mt Field in search of waterfalls, fagus, alpine peaks and Southwest Wilderness.

Places

Cambridge

Richmond

Mt Field National Park

Taroona to Kingston Beach


GETTING AROUND

You will need a car to fully explore this area though you can actually walk to Seven Mile Beach from Hobart Airport in 30 minutes (in case your flight gets delayed). Public buses connect Hobart to Cambridge, Richmond and New Norfolk several times daily. Day tours run to Richmond and Mt Field (the latter has no public transport) while several minibuses explore inebriation options in the Huon, Derwent and Coal Valleys.



Cambridge Time from Hobart: 15 MINS [image: img]

Driving the Coal Valley

Stretching north from Cambridge to Richmond, the green hills, wineries and fresh farm produce of the Coal Valley are every foodie’s ideal Sunday drive. First up there is glitzy Frogmore Creek, known for its delicious cold-climate wines – riesling and pinot noir – though the restaurant can be hectic. Next is Coal River Farm; definitely try its ‘High Cheese’ platter of four different cheeses, fruits and nuts. Puddleduck Vineyard is a more relaxing experience, with simple, elegant wines and lovely tasting plates (kid-friendly menu) enjoyed around a central duck pond. The Wicked Cheese Co puts a bit of bite into their cheeses, with a pepperberry cheddar and smoked brie. Historic Pooley has exquisite wines to taste on a sunny patio or inside the old sandstone cellar door, and the wood-fired pizzas are definitely worth turning up for.

Richmond Time from Hobart: 30 MINS [image: img]

Devil of a time

Fifteen minutes from Richmond towards the Derwent Valley is Bonorong Wildlife Sanctuary, Tassie’s biggest 24/7 wildlife rescue and rehabilitation service, run by dedicated volunteers and funded by entrance fees and donations. This is not a zoo, but a place of safety where injured animals can recuperate before being returned to the wild. It is also a great place to see Tasmania’s unique wildlife up close. Residents usually include Tasmanian devils, eastern quolls, bettongs and pademelons. There’s a large back paddock of Forester kangaroos, which you’re encouraged to feed, as well as an on-site animal hospital with viewing windows. Guided tours run at certain times throughout the day and evening.




Ambling through Georgian Richmond

[image: jpg]

Start/finish at 1 Richmond Bridge car park. From the 2 riverbank, admire the ducks and the sandstone architecture of Australia’s oldest still-functioning bridge. Commenced in 1823 and constructed using convict labour, it took two years to complete. Cross the 3 bridge and stay on the asphalt, veering left into what appears to be a Kentish village replete with Georgian buildings. Mill Cottage (1850) houses the 4 Peppercorn Gallery, representing the work of numerous Tasmanian artisans, while the nearby 5 Old Courthouse (1825) by the village green is a reminder of Richmond’s severe penal past. Continue past the colonial sandstone 6 Richmond Arms Hotel (1888; originally the Commercial) and cross the road to the former 7 Congregational Church (1875), now private accommodation. Not just kids find 8 Old Hobart Town fascinating, a painstakingly detailed model recreation of 1820s Hobart – find the four ‘hidden’ figures. Kids will also love 9 Pooseum, a temple to all things excretory run by the poo-passionate Karin. Pass 10 Oak Lodge, once owned by an American doctor, turn left down Blair St, then zigzag to Torrens St and the 11 Pioneer Cemetery with its convict graves. On the right is 12 St Luke’s (1834), the oldest Anglican church in Australia, where the convict carpenter’s handiwork earned his freedom. At the end of Bathurst St, 13 Richmond Gaol is a depressing reminder of the inhuman treatment of convicts. Follow the river path back to Richmond Bridge; en route a 14 platform marks the optimal Instagram viewpoint. Cross the bridge back to the car park where, if you still have legs, follow the river to the park’s end. Nearby 15 St John’s is the oldest continually used Catholic church in Australia.




Mt Field National Park Time from Hobart: 1¼ HRS [image: img]

Hunting fagus

Deciduous trees are rare in Australia and Nothofagus gunii – deciduous beech – is Tasmania’s only wintering species. The straggly, gnarly shrub or small tree, known as ‘tanglefoot’ to bushwalkers or simply ‘fagus’, is found only above 800m elevation in high-rainfall, wilderness areas. Come autumn, the leaves of this Gondwanaland remnant (Nothofagus species are also found in New Zealand and Patagonia) turn a riot of different yellows, oranges, sometimes even to red. Catching this ‘turning of the fagus’ has become a popular Tasmanian pastime, creating a buzz on social media.

Tarn Shelf and Lake Fenton in Mt Field National Park are two of the most accessible locations to witness the spectacle and Anzac Day (25 April) sees hordes of Hobartians heading up the twisty Lake Dobson Rd, though the fagus can change anytime from March to May, with the colours lasting several weeks.
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BOOZE TOURS

Several companies run all-day minibus ‘tasting tours’ out of Hobart to the nearby surrounding valleys.

Brew Hop

Hobart brewery crawl, Huon Valley cider and spirits, New Norfolk breweries and distilleries.

Aging Barrel

One-day group tours to the Coal, Derwent and Huon Valleys, and half-day Hobart ‘Urban Secrets’.

Drink Tasmania

These guys want to see you plastered: whisky, wine, cider and beer for eight hours across the Huon, city and Cambridge.

Derwent Experience

Thirty drinks plus cheese across four cellars in total. Does hotel pickup and airport transfers.

Boutique Wine Tours

Combine Coal Valley wineries with a tour of Mona, returning on the ferry.



Eating & Drinking in Cambridge: Our Picks

Tasmanian Gourmet Seafoods: This no-nonsense seafood shack serves delicious oysters and crays. 10am-7pm Mon-Wed, to 8pm Thu-Sun $

Barilla Bay Oysters: On the A3 just past the airport, there’s a purpose-built shop selling takeaway oysters, merch and a restaurant. hours vary $$

Sullivans Cove Distillery: Winner of best single cask whisky in the world 2019, say no more. Under renovation at the time of research. 11am-5pm

Last Rites Brewery: You might need a priest after getting stuck into these coffin-stockers. Try the ‘She’s no Bette Midler’ red ale. 2-10pm Fri

Accessible waterfalls

Unlike the exposed alpine moors of upper Mt Field National Park, the lower area around the Mt Field visitor centre is a densely vegetated temperate rainforest of tree ferns, moss, myrtle beech and towering mountain ash. Hidden in the rainforest is a set of exquisite waterfalls. An easily navigated 1.4km (return) looping boardwalk (suitable for wheelchairs) leads to the park’s number one attraction, the multi-tiered, much photographed Russell Falls. Those wishing for a longer, more challenging circuit (two hours, 6km) can continue onto Horseshoe Falls, a pair of twin falls deep in the forest, and Lady Baron Falls, a set of gentle cascades. Don’t miss the short Tall Trees nature trail in a copse of mountain ash on the way.

Alpine wandering

Lake Dobson is a mountain tarn on the high exposed moorlands below the Rodway Range, a 30-minute twisting narrow drive up from the visitor centre and the starting point for many interesting alpine walks. Tarn Shelf is one of the more spectacular, especially when the fagus is turning. From the lake, walk up to the ski area of Mt Mawson (Australia’s most southern ski field, which rarely receives decent snow) and pick up the signposted track heading north. The track follows the ‘shelf’, a narrow spur dotted with small tarns and copious fagus to Lake Newdegate, where there’s a small tin shelter. A nice circuit (12km total) leads back to the car park via Twilight Tarn; alternatively, you can return via the shelf. Other more strenuous walks (some overnight) include Mt Field West, Florentine Peak, Mt Field East and the stunning Rodway Range.


A SHORT HISTORY OF TASMANIAN SKIING

Skiing first appeared at Cradle Mountain in 1914 and quickly gained popularity after WWI. A ski hut was built at Mt Field’s Twilight Tarn over 1926–27 and Carr Villa Chalet was constructed in 1932 on Ben Lomond, yet it would take another 30 years for the road to reach it. Hobart’s kunanyi/Mt Wellington, complete with steep slopes and hidden boulder fields, was also skied in the 1930s. But Hobart’s most impressive skiing was in 1986 when 8cm of overnight snow brought the city to a standstill and Les Jackson became the first person to ski over the Tasman Bridge, resplendent in office suit and tie.



Grazing in Coal Valley: Our Picks

Frogmore Creek: Glitzy, chrome, known for delicious cold-climate wines. Sample the iced riesling. 10am-5pm Wed-Mon

Coal River Farm: The ‘High Cheese’ platters are great to share, but if one is the only number, make it the Washed Rind. 9am-5pm

Puddleduck Vineyard: Friendly, peaceful escape centred around a duck pond with tasty vinos and a kid-friendly menu that won’t break the bank. 10am-5pm

Pooley: Historic vineyard and heritage cellar door; their pinot noir is its. Ask for a outdoor tasting and wood-fired pizza. 10am-5pm

Taroona to Kingston Beach Time to Kingston Beach from Taroona: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Discovering the coast

Along the coast behind Taroona High School are 11 informative panels with QR codes spread out along 3km of foreshore, collectively known as the Taroona Coastal Discovery Trail. A collaboration between Year 10 students and local community groups, the codes link to audio interviews with local residents and experts, revealing historical, Aboriginal, cultural, scientific and environmental aspects of the coastline (see taroona.tas.au/environment/discovery-walk).

At the end of Hinsby Beach, a short road walk grants access to the Alum Cliffs Track. Initially heading inland to the Shot Tower, this pleasant 4km track sidles through coastal heath and scrub along the clifftops, eventually arriving at the long golden expanse of Kingston Beach. The beach and adjacent playground are a favourite with families and there are several cafes and drinking holes nearby. Buses head back to Hobart and Taroona, or onward to Blackmans Bay, the next sweeping golden expanse of sand.
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Take a shot

One, two, three...256! Rising 58m above the Channel Hwy at Taroona, this cylindrical sandstone tower, built in 1870 to create lead shot, has 256 spiral steps to a viewing platform with exceptional 360-degree views over the Derwent Estuary. A small, period tea room in the base dispenses Devonshire teas.


PRINCESS MAZZA OF TAROONA

Taroona High School’s most famous ex-student is Mary Elizabeth Donaldson, the present Queen of Denmark. The classic Cinderella story goes something along the lines of ‘The Crown Prince of Denmark walked into a bar...’. The rest is history. The bar was Sydney’s Slip Inn, and it just happened to be during the Sydney Olympics that Mary was having a drink with a girlfriend when in popped Frederik André Henrik Christian, first in line to the Danish throne. A secret courtship ensued, with the couple finally tying the knot publicly in Copenhagen Cathedral in 2004. Mary learned Danish, had four children and when Frederik’s mum abdicated in 2024, the royal couple ascended the throne.



Eating & Drinking in Kingston: Our Picks

Panko Chan: Intriguing blend of fish and chips, Japanese ramen and poke bowls. noon-9pm Mon-Fri, from 11am Sat, to 3pm Sun $

Robbie Browns: Beachfront wine bar serving tasty brunches then share plates and pub dinners. 8am-4pm Sun-Tue, to 9.30pm Wed-Sat $$

The Salty Dog: The renovated ‘Doggy’ serves refined dishes and old favourites. noon-9pm Mon-Thu, to 10pm Fri, from 9am Sat-Sun $$

The Beach House: Beware this Blackmans Bay diner’s ‘bottomless breakfast’. 10am-8pm Mon-Thu, from 8am Fri-Sun $$




The South

CONVICT HISTORY | CHEESE | ADVENTURE
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The lands below 43°S exude a frontier wildness. Kayak along the turrakana/Tasman Peninsula and you’ll see a jagged coast as harsh and unwelcoming as when Abel Tasman reached it in 1642. Settlements are sparse and while tourist coaches decant visitors into the sombre ruins of Port Arthur, others search for the wildness on trails.

Apples, pears and cherries grace Huon Valley orchards as villages spread out along the diminishing A6: Franklin, the woodcutters’ town of Geeveston, Dover and Southport. A minor road leads past Hastings to the end of Australia at Cockle Creek, where the Southern Ocean is nearby and the wind howls from Antarctica.

To experience the Southwest, head beyond Mt Field and Maydena to drowned Lake Pedder. Scotts Peak Dam, the road-end and source of the Huon, is where the adventure begins, with long-distance walking tracks heading to the Arthur Ranges and the South Coast.
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GETTING AROUND

Bring your own vehicle, as public transport is minimal. The Huon Valley receives a sporadic bus service that dwindles the further south you head. Coach tours taking in the Tasman Peninsula and Port Arthur are fairly common. Par Avion, operating out of Cambridge Airport, runs daily flights to Melaleuca. The Bruny Island Ferry service runs to/from Kettering roughly every 20 minutes between 7am and 7pm. Bookings are not essential, but it pays to arrive early.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Hartz Mountains National Park

2 Port Arthur Historic Site

SIGHTS

3 Cape Bruny Lighthouse

4 d’Entrecasteaux Monument

5 Devils Backbone

6 Grandvewe

7 Ida Bay

8 Inala Nature Museum & Jurassic Garden

see 1 Ladies Tarn

9 Lune River

see 2 Scorpion Rock

see 7 South Lune Rd

10 Southern Right Whale Sculpture

11 Verona Sands

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 Bruny Island Cruises

13 Hastings Caves & Thermal Springs

14 Remarkable Cave

see 10 South Coast Track

SLEEPING

15 43 Degrees

16 Huon Bush Retreats

17 Poet’s Ode

18 Stewarts Bay Lodge

EATING

19 Bruny Island Cheese Co

20 Conservatory Cafe

see 19 Get Shucked Oyster Farm

21 Hotel Bruny

see 20 Poolish & Co

see 20 Red Velvet Lounge

22 The Kiln Eatery

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 Bruny Island House of Whisky

24 Hunnington Distillery

25 Pagan Cider

26 The Lost Captain

TRANSPORT

see 24 Bruny Island Ferry




[image: ] TOP TIP

Time-poor visitors can tick most of Bruny’s must-sees in a day. If you’re planning on staying longer and not camping, book accommodation well in advance – see brunyisland.com.au or brunyisland.org.au for a list of rental cottages – and bring all your groceries with you.





Driving the Channel

Country lanes and water views

South of Kingston, the Channel Hwy B68 provides access to the small towns and villages along the d’Entrecasteaux channel separating Bruny Island from the rest of Tasmania. Kettering is the ferry port for Bruny Island and the home of the excellent Hunnington Distillery (try the sloe gin). The road meanders between hills and water to the pretty village of Woodbridge, famous for its school, where students grow their own vegetables, and the tinted-glass Peppermint Bay function centre. Grandvewe at Birchs Bay offers cheese and gin tastings, even odder since all its cheese comes from sheep’s milk. The B68 continues like a country lane through Flowerpot and Middleton to Gordon, where there’s foreshore camping and a monument to d’Entrecasteaux by the jetty. Verona Sands has a beach on the Huon Estuary as the road, originally heading south, now turns north to arrive eventually at funky, folky, foodsome Cygnet.
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Exploring Hartz Mountains National Park

Alpine trek to Hartz Peak

Arve Rd beyond Geeveston is the gateway to the Southern Forests and one of the entry points to the Southwest Wilderness. Hartz Peak is one of the more accessible mountains and in good weather it can be climbed as an easy day trip from Hobart. Walking time is around four hours return. From the car park at the end of unsealed Hartz Rd follow the boardwalk through thick scrub before climbing onto the open moor. In good weather the going is easy and it’s worth taking the short side trips to Lake Esperance and Ladies Tarn – small, photogenic glaciated lakes surrounded by fragile cushion plants and other endemic alpine wildflowers set against the backdrop of the Devils Backbone, a tall ridge of jumbled dolerite. If the weather looks bad on top or you’ve seen enough, turn around here, as the boardwalks disappear and a rough track climbs steeply up onto Hartz Pass. Turn left, following the cairns across the saddles, then right around and up a boulder field. Continue scrambling to the rocky summit where (in good weather!) the 360-degree views are incredible with most of the Southwest and South Coast revealed, including Federation Peak in the Southwest Wilderness. Return the way you came, noticing Hartz Lake far below.


BEST OF BRUNY TOURS

Bruny Island Cruises

Excellent three-hour Pennicott Wilderness tours follow coastal cliffs and sea stacks south from Adventure Bay to Tasman Head.

Inala Nature Tours

Bird-lovers shouldn’t miss these three-hour tours inside a private nature reserve where over 90 species have been recorded.

Cape Bruny Lighthouse Tours

Climb to the top of the 114m lighthouse and learn about its history. Sunset tours are awesome.

Bruny Island Safaris

Day trip from Hobart includes oysters and cheese on the beach, pub lunch and lighthouse tour.

Tasmanian Walking Company

Luxurious three-day glamping guided walk covers Cloudy Head, Mt Mangana and loads of oysters.



Bruny Eating & Drinking: Our Picks

Get Shucked: What was a tin shed dispensing oysters has evolved into a licensed oyster bar and drive-through. 9.30am-4.30pm $

Bruny Island Cheese Co: Cheeses so alive some must be self-aware. Try the 1792 washed down with an Oxymoron Dark. 10am-4pm $$

Hotel Bruny: Generous dishes showcasing the best produce Tassie has to offer. Try the grilled seafood platter or a surf’n’turf. from noon $$

The House of Whisky: Head back to the ferry early and try a tasting flight from over 150 Tasmanian single malt whiskies. 9am-5pm $$




TOP EXPERIENCE
Port Arthur Historic Site


Nowhere does tragedy feel so close to the surface than at this amazingly well-preserved 19th-century colonial penal settlement. Green lawns and neat cottages create an English village vibe, but even the glitzy visitor centre and restaurant can’t gloss over historical, and more recent, horrors.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Background

The British established a convict settlement at Port Arthur in 1833 and began transporting so-called ‘criminals’ there for the next 45 years in a classic example of colonial expansionism using convict labour. The prison had a harsh reputation, and miscreants from other colonial prisons often ended up here. Port Arthur was considered ‘escape-proof’ as it was surrounded by ‘shark-infested waters’ and cut-off from the rest of Tasmania at Eaglehawk Neck, where a line of guard dogs and lanterns (‘The Dog Line’) were strung across the narrowest section. Inmates were subjected at first to hard labour and corporal punishments, but later a ‘psychological’ regime was introduced with the addition of the Separate Prison, which resulted in many inmates developing mental illnesses. The site was abandoned in the late 1890s, and tourism developed over the next century.

In 1996 a gunman killed 35 people at and around the on-site cafe, gift shop, car park and neighbouring properties, and injured as many more, sparking Australia-wide gun controls.


DON’T MISS

Penitentiary

Ghost Tour

Commandant’s House

Separate Prison

Church

Isle of the Dead

Government Gardens

Scorpion Rock Lookout



The Buildings

Most visitors head first to The Penitentiary, the massive standalone sandstone facade across the green that was once a flour mill, yet ended up housing 484 prisoners. Other than the external walls, there’s not a lot left to see. The well-preserved Commandant’s Residence is nearby, the refinement and comfort on display a poignant counterpoint to the squalor afforded to the convicts. The Separate Prison and Asylum are mute reminders of changing punishment ideology; after being subjected to the psychological torture of the former, prisoners often ended up in the latter. On higher ground away from the prison buildings, the Church indicates the role religion played in prisoner reformation.

The Grounds

The historic site covers 136 hectares nestled in a small glen gently sloping down to the water. There are several formal gardens, including the Civil Officer’s Gardens below the Church and the hedged Government Gardens complete with fountain opposite. The Officers (ie military) Gardens extend behind Trentham Cottage, itself a fine example of an English cottage garden. The most poignant garden is the small Memorial Garden commemorating those who lost their lives in the 1996 massacre.


Pydairrerme People

Port Arthur lies on what were the lands of the Pydairrerme People of the Paredarerme Language Group centred around Oyster Bay. Numerous middens and artefacts have been found along the peninsula, and even on offshore islands. European contact proved deadly for the Pydairrerme and only one name was ever recorded: Poetigwerlayde.



Isle of the Dead

The final destination for many Port Arthur inmates, this small island in Carnarvon Bay was the penal colony’s burial ground, and the vast majority of graves are unmarked. The boat trip included in your ticket goes out to the island, but you can’t get off unless you’ve paid for an additional tour. The isle is just off Point Puer, the site of the boys’ prison.

Tours

Free talks are held at various times throughout the day outside the Penitentiary, Commandant’s House, Church and Separate Prison; check the times at the office or online. Other various ‘value-added’ guided tours are available for an additional cost, the most popular being the Ghost Tour. For 90 minutes, a black-clad figure carrying a lantern leads people through the ruined buildings and old cells while regaling you with tall tales and true.


TOP TIPS

• Climb up to Scorpion Rock Lookout on the path behind the Church for an excellent view.

• Visit Port Arthur after a day walk to one of the Capes as there’s usually enough time once you’re back.

• Your entrance ticket is valid for two days.

• Take the Isle of the Dead tour for a 40-minute guided walk around the ‘cemetery island’.

• Don’t miss the nearby very Remarkable Cave afterwards.

• Blow away the sombre vibes by walking to beautiful Crescent Bay Beach.








Exploring Bruny by Car

[image: jpg]

Roll off the 1 ferry and follow the B66 to 2 Get Shucked and grab some oysters from the drive-through or sit and wash them down with an ale. Still in third gear, pull into 3 Bruny Island Cheese Co where not only the cheese is excellent but also the beer and sourdough. Keep heading south to 4 The Neck Game Reserve and climb hundreds of wooden stairs to 5 Truganini Lookout for a dazzling isthmus view. 6 Penguin Viewpoint is worth a look on your trip back to the ferry, as the birds only return at dusk. Take Adventure Bay Rd to 7 Two Tree Point, where explorers Furneaux, Cook and Bligh all stopped individually to take on fresh water from Resolution Creek. The beach is a nice place for a stroll or picnic. Continue onto the small 8 Bligh Museum with its informative displays of Pacific exploration. A 9 plaque at the end of Adventure Bay marks the spot where Cook apparently carved his initials into a tree. Return back along Adventure Bay and turn onto the C629, climbing over the forested sides of 10 Mt Mangana (571m), named for Truganini’s warrior-chief father, the island’s highest point. Turn left at the C644 and check out the incredible Gondwanaland plants at the 11 Inala Jurassic Garden. Head north, then follow Lighthouse Rd back south to a 12 small lookout over southern Bruny before continuing on to 13 Cape Bruny Lighthouse, where you can join a tour or just wander the stunning headland. Check out the nearby 14 museum before returning for a late lunch to 15 Hotel Bruny with its locally caught seafood. Leave early for your ferry, as the 16 House of Whisky is calling.




Driving to the End

The end of everything

The feeling of isolation becomes palpable the further south you drive. The A6 ends at Southport, but the asphalt continues onto Hastings (and its caves), where the C636 begins its lonely journey south to the bottom of Australia. Tiny communities are passed: Lune River, then Ida Bay (with its poor defunct tourist railway) where the asphalt runs out. South Lune Road provides access to the Southern Ranges. Catamaran looks like a collection of fishing shacks, until you cross Cockle Creek into the Southwest National Park and there’s no more road. South Cape Bay and the Southern Ocean are a four-hour (return) easy walk or you can opt for shorter walks around Cockle Creek where a five-minute stroll will reveal a sculpture of a southern right whale. Alternatively, if you have a spare week you can hike the South Coast Track to Melaleuca.

Epic Views Along the Three Capes Walk

There’s only two; count them

Designed for people who enjoy comfort and mild adventures, this easy four-day walk along the Tasman Peninsula’s spectacular sea-cliffs has become an instant classic. Nights are spent in comfortable cabins never more than a few hours apart. The one-directional walk commences at Port Arthur with a sightseeing harbour cruise before the dropoff at Denman Creek. Understand this is not a wilderness trek: the broad well-marked trail is easily navigable through coastal heath and once-logged eucalyptus forests. The views of Australia’s highest sea-cliffs are, however, simply stunning, especially at Capes Pillar and Hauy. The 46km track ends at Fortescue Bay and permits start at $595, self-guided and self-catered. If planning your own meals is too hard, Three Capes Gear and Gourmet has nourishing menu suggestions. Walkable all year, early spring sees wildflowers blooming and echidnas active. Several companies run fully guided tours staying in luxury private lodges at fully luxurious prices.


MORE TASMAN SHORT WALKS

Cape Raoul

Enigmatically missing from the Three Capes Walk, this day hike has impressive coastal viewpoints (15.5km return, 4–5 hours).

Remarkable Cave

A walk down 112 steps leads to this massive sea cave where the tide continually ebbs and flows (100m, two minutes).

Crescent Bay

This beautiful swimming beach is reached by a track departing Remarkable Bay car park (7.5km return, 3–4 hours).

Mt Brown

Combine with a swim at nearby Crescent Bay for excellent views of Cape Raoul, Cape Pillar and Tasman Island (8km return, 3–4 hours).

Waterfall Bay

Wander the sea-cliffs south from Devils Kitchen for views over a compact bay (3.4km return, one hour).



Huon Grazing: Our Picks

The Kiln Eatery: Seasonal small plates and global-fusion offerings from this stand-out in Ranelagh. 10am-7pm Fri-Sat, to 4pm Sun-Mon & Thu $$

Summer Kitchen: On the Ranelagh cross-road, this bakery’s pies and breads are legendary. 7.30am-4pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat-Sun $

Ranelagh General Store: Old-school service with a postmodern Aussie/Asian take on brunch. 10am-3pm Mon & Wed, to 7pm Thu, to 8pm Fri-Sun $

The Lost Captain: Go small with octopus carpaccio or ballistic with smoked tomahawk. noon-10pm Mon-Fri, from 8.30am Sat, 8.30am-6pm Sun $$

Steeply Through the Forest at Maydena Bike Park

Let gravity do its thing

Carved into rainforest on the side of a mountain overlooking Maydena are over 85 mountain-bike trails catering for all skill levels from rank amateur to hardened professional. Over 100km of trails make the most of the wilderness topography, with the main emphasis on gravity runs, though there are some climbs for the masochistic and adventure runs with river crossings as well. Shuttle buses ‘uplift’ riders to several different dropoff points on the mountain and there’s an array of access pass options.
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WHY I LOVE THE SOUTHWEST
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Steve Waters, Lonely Planet Writer

To walk for days and days beyond the reach of digital connectivity, beyond the reach of roads, houses, comforts, civilisation in general, is a truly liberating experience. To be responsible for your own survival – food, water, shelter, navigation – in a raw, primeval wilderness is a serious undertaking yet extremely satisfying. Above all, it’s the majestic beauty of the jagged ranges, lonely tarns, dense rainforest and exquisitely delicate flora that transcends any discomfort or deprivations. I try to bear this in mind each time I’m getting hammered by a blizzard in my tent at Shelf Camp or thigh deep in mud somewhere on the Arthur Plains, or battling head-high scrub on the Southern Ranges.



Cygnet Snacking: Our Picks

Poolish & Co: Irresistible sourdoughs, croissants, fruit tarts and other glorious baked delicacies. Perfect picnic fodder. 8.30am-3pm Thu-Sun $

Conservatory Cafe: Brunches are exceptional in this licensed greenhouse by the Old Bank. Let loose with the Turkish share platter. 8am-4pm $$

Red Velvet Lounge: Cygnet’s favourite coffee and cake hangout also does tasty pizzas, pasta, salads and grills. 8am-4pm Sat-Wed, to 9pm Fri $$

Pagan Cider: Fermenting in the hills are devilishly tempting ciders and perries. Apple and cherry’s a punch in the head. 11am-4pm, to 5pm summer




East Coast

WHITE-SAND BEACHES | MARINE WILDLIFE | WONDERFUL WINES
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A land of quiet bays and sandy shores, Tasmania’s East Coast is sea-salted and rejuvenating, a civilised world away from the remote wilderness areas elsewhere in the state. With shimmering white sand and gin-clear waters, the East Coast is a popular holiday destination for Tasmanians and interstate Australian visitors. Kayak, surf, dive or fish in close proximity to beautiful beaches and rugged lichen-encrusted rocks. And if you’re into Aussie wildlife, lots of local critters including little penguins, wombats, wallabies and Tasmanian devils are all keen to say g’day.

Exciting mountain biking around Derby and St Helens and hiking the jagged Strzelecki Peaks on Flinders Island are popular ways to experience the East Coast outdoors, while whisky, craft beer and excellent seafood including oysters and lobster are essential evening treats. The relaxed vineyards of the East Coast Wine Trail are another gourmet highlight infused with the salty kiss of the Tasman Sea.
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GETTING AROUND

The East Coast is relatively well served by public transport, but having your own vehicle is recommended to explore in depth. Explore on two wheels by riding from Swansea to Dolphin Sands, or take on the 42km challenge of the Bay of Fires Trail from St Helens or Derby. Bike touring the length of the East Coast is also popular. Board a ferry to explore Maria Island National Park, cruise to Wineglass Bay, or zip past the Bay of Fires’ vibrant coastline. If you’re keen to explore Flinders Island in depth, take your own vehicle on the vehicle ferry from Bridport.
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SIGHTS

1 Commissariat Store

2 Darlington

3 Maria Island National Park

4 Painted Cliffs

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Maria Island Cruises

SLEEPING

6 Darlington Camp Site

TRANSPORT

see 5 Encounter Maria Island
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There’s nowhere to buy food on Maria Island, bring supplies from Triabunna.




Roaming Wild Maria Island National Park

Wildlife, walking and history

Captivating Maria Island (wukaluwikiwayna in palawa kani) is a carefree, car-free haven – a top spot for walking, wildlife watching, mountain biking, camping and delving into history.

The island is laced with impressive scenery: curious cliffs, fern-draped forests, squeaky-sand beaches and azure seas. Forester kangaroos, pademelons, wombats and wallabies wander around; grey-plumed Cape Barren geese honk about on the grasslands; and an insurance population of Tasmanian devils (they’re beset with disease on the mainland) has been released here and is thriving.

The Commissariat Store, convict-built in 1825, is now the national park visitor centre. In nearby Darlington (the World Heritage–listed Probation Station, 1830), one of the few remaining buildings is the Penitentiary, now rustic bunk-bed accommodation – BYO everything. There are also three simple campsites. See Encounter Maria Island and the Parks & Wildlife Service for details about staying overnight, your best bet for seeing the nocturnal devils.

Popular walks and rides include Painted Cliffs and Fossil Cliffs (both 1½ hours return), the dolerite spires Bishop and Clerk (four hours return), Mt Maria (711m), the island’s highest point (seven hours return) and Haunted Bay (seven hours one-way).

The marine reserve around Maria’s north coast protects giant kelp forests and caves around Fossil Bay, which offer excellent diving and snorkelling. Other good spots include the ferry pier and Painted Cliffs. Bring a wetsuit.

There’s nowhere to buy food or beverages on Maria Island.

Departing from Triabunna wharf, Encounter Maria Island runs four ferries daily. Frequency increases during peak periods. Walking is sufficient around Darlington and the Painted Cliffs, but a mountain bike is needed to explore further afield.

Maria Island Cruises operates full-day cruises from Triabunna, including a guided walk around Darlington.


DEVILS ON MARIA ISLAND

A founding population of 28 Tasmanian devils – all free of DFTD (devil facial tumour disease) – was first released on Maria Island in 2012. Devil numbers designed to serve as a disease-free geographically isolated insurance policy have increased to around 100. However, with the devils’ success in their new habitat, there have been significant impacts. Predatory devils have halved the numbers of brushtail possums, first introduced to Maria Island in the 1950s, but now considered a pest, and by 2021 had wiped out Maria Island’s colony of little blue penguins. It’s hoped data on the impact of Maria Island’s devils can be used to model the potential impact on habitats when healthy devil populations are reintroduced to the mainland.






East Coast Wine Trail
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Fourteen different vineyards feature along Tasmania’s East Coast Wine Trail, stretching from Darlington Vineyard near Orford all the way 180km north to Priory Ridge Wines near St Helens. The following is a more concise 50km itinerary from 25km south of Swansea to just north of Freycinet National Park.

At Little Swanport, 1 Boomer Creek’s small, family-owned vineyard also features an olive grove and a working sheep and cattle farm. Platters and craft beer partner with cellar-door wine tasting and views over Schouten Island and the Freycinet Peninsula.

2 Milton Vineyard, around 13km north of Swansea, offers tastings in an elegant, white weatherboard pavilion, and there are views of a lake from its Higher Ground restaurant. Small plates include marinated Tasmanian octopus and cheese platters. Down a long driveway 2km north, 3 Spring Vale Vineyard is on land owned by the same family since 1875. Tastings are in 1842 stables – don’t miss the pinot gris – while in a standalone pavilion, Mel’s Kitchen offers shared plates with global influences. The cellar door’s resident dog offers a warm welcome.

Just 3km north, 4 Gala Estate’s roadside location in a former post office showcases pinot noir and chardonnay. Book ahead for tastings. Opposite Gala, take Glen Gala Rd across the Swan River to 5 Craigie Knowe Vineyard, the east coast’s oldest vineyard. Tasting platters are paired with pinot noir and riesling, and vineyard tours are available. Continue north to 6 Devil’s Corner, combining brilliant views from its lookout tower with wood-fired pizza and local seafood from on-site food vendors. A final stop is 2km north at 7 Freycinet Vineyards, established in 1979 and a top spot for super sauvignon blanc.




Finding Your Way Around Freycinet

Walking, kayaking and seafood

Wineglass Bay is arguably Tasmania’s most famous natural feature, but the surrounding Freycinet National Park, a wild domain of sugar-white beaches, pinkish granite mountains and utterly transparent water, is equally spectacular. Encompassing the entire peninsula south of Coles Bay, the national park also includes Schouten Island and a stretch of coastal scrub known as Friendly Beaches. Taking in the gorgeous natural goblet of Wineglass Bay is deservedly popular – options include scenic flights, boat trips and various hikes – but other lesser-heralded highlights are equally essential. Kayak in the shadow of the Hazards, experience coastal views from Cape Tourville, or meander down to the red-rock haven of Sleepy Bay.

Most visitors manage the climb to Wineglass Bay Lookout (one hour return) for the famous view. Start early to beat the crowds, then continue down to the beach on the other side (two hours, 6km return). Returning via Hazards Beach (four hours, 11km return) is definitely recommended. Take water, food, sun protection and enjoy a swim. Serious walkers can try the challenging Mt Amos (three hours, 3.6km return) or the stunning overnight Freycinet Peninsula Circuit (two days, 27km).

Shorter walks include the wheelchair-accessible circuit to Cape Tourville Lookout (20 minutes) from where migrating whales may frolic. Sleepy Bay (20 minutes) is accessed by a well-formed track through forest before a stepped trail drops to a rocky bay with lichen-encrusted rocks. Another easy-to-reach beach is compact Honeymoon Bay, where the lichened rocks glow at dusk. West-facing Muirs Beach near Coles Bay also experiences stellar sunsets, while 18km back towards the Tasman Hwy, lonely, windswept Friendly Beaches escape the crowds.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Blowhole

2 Freycinet National Park

3 Friendly Beaches

SIGHTS

4 Apsley Gorge

5 Apsley Waterhole

6 Cape Tourville

7 Douglas-Apsley National Park

8 East Coast Natureworld

9 Honeymoon Bay

10 Muirs Beach

11 Redbill Beach

12 Sleepy Bay

13 The Gulch

14 Waubs Beach

15 Waubs Harbour

16 Wineglass Bay Lookout

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

17 Bicheno Penguin Tours

18 Bicheno’s Glass Bottom Boat

see 11 Foreshore Footway

19 Freycinet Peninsula Circuit

20 Mt Amos Walk

21 Wineglass Bay Walk

SLEEPING

22 Bicheno by the Bay

23 Hazards Beach Camp Site

EATING

24 Freycinet Marine Farm

25 Géographe

26 Governörs

27 Granite

28 Little Bay Patisserie

29 Lobster Shack

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

30 Farm Shed

31 Iluka Tavern




FREYCINET HISTORY

Living on a shellfish-rich diet, the Oyster Bay Aboriginal community were the Freycinet Peninsula’s original inhabitants. European explorers Abel Tasman (Dutch) and Nicolas Baudin (French) explored the area in 1642 and 1802 respectively, while sealers arrived from Sydney in the 1800s. Southern right whales were next to be plundered during their migrations along the coast, and a whale ‘fishery’ (established in 1824) polluted the bays with blood and carcasses. Coles Bay was named after Silas Cole who burned Aboriginal middens for lime in the 1830s for mortar to build Swansea. Along with Mt Field, Freycinet shared the honour of becoming Tasmania’s first national park in 1916. The first private homes were built in the 1920s.



Eating & Drinking Around Freycinet: Our Picks

Granite: Begin with Coles Bay’s best coffee and a brekkie bowl before returning for pizza after 5pm. 8am-2pm daily & 5-7.30pm Thu-Sat $

Freycinet Marine Farm: Oysters, mussels, scallops and fish and chips served with a convivial outdoor vibe. 9am-5pm $$

Géographe: Hazards views combine with eggy breakfasts before segueing to wood-fired pizza and gourmet burgers. 8am-8pm $$

Iluka Tavern: Visitors and Coles Bay locals crowd in for frosty beers, steak and seafood specials. 11am-10pm $$

Bicheno Walking & Wildlife

Wildlife, walks and whisky

Beachy Bicheno’s recent past has been as a fishing port with an occasional visitor influx based around public and summer school holidays. The town’s workaday fleet still harbours in The Gulch with pots of lobsters and scaly loot, holidaymakers continue to book after-dark experiences to see Tasmanian devils and little penguins, and keen walkers rise early to negotiate one of the state’s best coastal trails. However, change is coming to Bicheno. New Hobartesque eating openings include great coffee and savvy baking, while a cosmopolitan warehouse space showcases the best of wine, spirits and gourmet produce from around the East Coast. There’s even a stylish new whisky distillery making the most of its maritime location.

About 7km north of Bicheno, East Coast Natureworld is a native wildlife park full of Tasmanian devils, wallabies, quolls, snakes, wombats and enormous kangaroos. Special Devils in the Dark night encounters serve cheese and local wines as the devils devour a whole carcass. Bicheno’s other wildlife stars are the little penguins, which waddle into local beaches around dusk. They’re often seen around the Blowhole, Redbill Beach and Waubs Beach (all connected by the 3km Foreshore Footway). Bicheno Penguin Tours conducts one-hour visits to a private beach and penguin rookery, reached via an accessible pathway with penguin-friendly solar lighting. Penguin numbers peak from November to January. Bookings are essential and shuttle bus transfers from central Bicheno are included. Another popular experience is riding aboard Bicheno’s Glass Bottom Boat. Departing from near The Gulch, guided experiences last around 40 minutes.

Douglas-Apsley National Park, 4km north, has rocky peaks, eucalypt forests, waterfalls, and a river gorge with deep swimming holes. It’s usually uncrowded, even when nearby Freycinet National Park is very busy. Look out for abundant bird and animal life on walks to the swimming hole at Apsley Gorge (two hours return) or Apsley Waterhole (15 minutes return).
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EAST COAST WHALE TRAIL

Including whales and dolphins, around 40 different cetacean species frequent Tasmanian waters, and larger marine mammals such as humpback and southern right whales are regularly seen during their annual migrations down the east coast. Between May and July they head north from Antarctica to give birth in warmer South Pacific waters, and then return south from September to December. Whales are sometimes seen on Wineglass Bay boat trips. The East Coast Whale Trail is a series of 14 recommended viewing locations along the coast from Eaglehawk Neck to the Gardens in the Bay of Fires. Around Freycinet, Coles Bay and Friendly Beaches are both included. Look for the East Coast Whale Trail brochure at visitor information centres.



Eating & Drinking in Bicheno: Our Picks

Governörs: Locals crowd in for coffee, toasties, and surf chat with the owner. Just maybe Tasmania’s best cinnamon buns, too. 7am-noon $

Little Bay Patisserie: Good coffee with flaky and buttery homestyle baking. Try a chocolate and sea salt cookie. 8.30am-2pm Wed-Sun $

Lobster Shack: Team a Bicheno Brewing craft beer with a world-famous-in-Bicheno lobster roll. Brilliant ocean views of the Gulch. 11am-7pm $$

Farm Shed: Tastings (and sales) of East Coast wines partner with charcuterie platters. Also local beer, cider, whisky and gin. 10am-5pm $$

Mountain Biking in St Helens

Cranking the forest

On the broad, protected sweep of Georges Bay, St Helens began life as a whaling and sealing settlement in the 1830s. Today the town, suitably named after a ship, harbours the state’s largest fishing fleet, and there’s also plenty for recreational anglers to get excited about. Charter boats offer fishing trips in the sheltered waters of Georges Bay, or further out to where the big game fish play. Other activities include exploring coastal walks drifting between sand dunes and surf beaches.

Following in the well-rutted trails of nearby Derby, St Helens is also developing as one of Australia’s best mountain-biking towns. Scenic trails course through the forests south of town, while the Bay of Fires Trail is developing a reputation as one of the world’s great rides. From family-friendly experiences through to trails suitable for seasoned riders, St Helens is a versatile mountain-biking destination.

Flagstaff Stacked Loops in the forests 6km south of St Helens has the widest range of options. Ten trails cover all skill levels, encompassing exciting downhill, flowing cross-country and easier beginners’ trails at the base of the hill. The dual-directional Townlink Trail links the bike park with St Helens. Skilled riders will want to take on the downhill trails starting at the top of Loila Tier. Old Salty Dog is 6.2km of downhill fun incorporating rocky corners, gnarled tree roots and creek crossings. Dreaming Pools is a challenging 27km wilderness trail, suitable for experienced riders, and regarded as the region’s second bucket list ride after BoFT.

See sthelensmtbtrails.com.au for detailed trail information. Gravity Isle or Vertigo MTB hire bikes and book shuttle services.

Riding the Bay of Fires

Simply the best downhill ever

The adventurous Bay of Fires Trail (five hours, 52km) is one of the best downhill rides you’ll ever experience. Starting at Polmena, high up in the Blue Tier (‘blue’ is also the difficulty rating), the trail kicks off amid sub-alpine terrain with stellar views of the coastline and surrounding mountains, with an initial descent tracking through enormous tree ferns, myrtles and soaring ash trees. The middle section includes a decent climb which melts away more easily on an e-bike, before a final descent down numerous ridgelines to Swimcart Beach. Be prepared with snacks, water and the right gear to patch up both yourself and your bike if necessary. The trailhead is serviced by shuttles from both St Helens and Derby.


THE STORY OF WAUBA DEBAR

European settlement began in Bicheno when whalers and sealers came to the Gulch in 1803. The town became known as Waubs Bay Harbour, to honour an Aboriginal woman in 1832, Wauba Debar, who rescued two drowning men when their boat was wrecked offshore. North of the township, Waubs Beach is now an ocean beach that’s popular for swimming when seas are calm. Wauba Debar’s grave is set amid a grassy and forested location on the eastern edge of the beach. After Wauba Debar’s death in 1832, the settlement bore her name until the 1840s, when it was renamed after James Ebenezer Bicheno, once colonial secretary of Van Diemen’s Land.



Eating & Drinking in St Helens: Our Picks

The Social: Craft beer, food truck eats and retro furniture all feature at this raffish beer garden. 3-8pm Thu-Sat $

Lifebuoy Cafe: Maritime memorabilia sets the scene for eggs Benedict, regular lunch specials and homestyle baking. 7.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, to 1pm Sat $$

East Coast Village Providore: Excellent option for DIY picnic fixings. Also takeaway wine and craft beer. 8.30am-5pm Mon-Fri, to 1pm Sat $$

Furneaux: Take in sea views while enjoying Tasmanian produce with a stylish French accent. Bookings essential. 6-10pm Tue-Sat $$$

Cruising the Bay of Fires

Exploring Tasmania’s most colourful coastline

larapuna/Bay of Fires was named for the fires of Aboriginal people sighted by Tobias Furneaux along this 29km-long sweep of powder-white sand when the HMS Adventure sailed past in 1773. For many contemporary visitors, a boat trip is also the preferred way to explore. Bay of Fires Eco Tours are experts in showcasing the lichen-covered landscapes north of its location in Binalong Bay. Based in a little wooden shack beside the boat ramp, tour options include the Garden Explorer (two hours) – their most popular trip – and another experience focusing on Sand, Seals & St Helens Island (two hours). Onboard commentary is authoritative and covers the region’s natural history and settler and Aboriginal heritage. Whales, dolphins and shearwaters are seen in season.
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SIGHTS

1 Eddystone Point Lighthouse

2 Swimcart Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Atlas Trail

4 Bay of Fires Eco Tours

5 Bay of Fires Trail

6 Blue Derby Mountain Bike Trails

7 Blue Tier Trail

see 6 Derby Bike Shop

8 Dreaming Pools

see 6 Evolution Biking

9 Flagstaff Stacked Loops

see 6 Floating Sauna

10 Gravity Isle

see 6 MADMTB

11 Old Salty Dog

12 Return to Sender Trail

13 Townlink Trail

see 6 Vertigo MTB

SLEEPING

14 Bay of Fires Bush Retreat

15 Branxholm Lodge

16 The Surfside

17 Weldborough Hotel

EATING

18 East Coast Village Providore

19 Furneaux

20 Lease 65

21 Lifebuoy Cafe

see 4 Meresta Eatery

22 The Bays Kitchen

see 6 The Hub

23 Tin Timbers Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 6 LOT 40

24 Priory Ridge Wines

25 The Social



Walk the wukalina

Aboriginal culture and history

Hike the coastline from wukalina/Mt William to Eddystone Point on a four-day, three-night guided hike run by the palawa (Tasmanian Aboriginal) community. The wukalina walk explores bush tucker, middens, palawa culture and the history and striking beauty of this fabled coastline. Two nights are spent at krakan lumi, an award-winning standing camp behind the beaches, with the final night sleeping in the lighthouse keeper cottages at Eddystone Point. Look forward to cultural activities including weaving and kelp basket-making, and learning about the history and language of the palawa people who own and operate this experience. The walk runs from late September to April and covers around 35km in total.

MTB Action Around Derby

Maybe the world’s best mountain biking

What a difference a decade makes. Until relatively recently, the former tin-mining town of Derby in northeastern Tasmania was sliding into the long, deep sleep. Now weekends and holidays see the main drag packed with mountain bikes, 4WDs and a phalanx of shuttles transporting keen riders uphill to experience more than 125km of some of the world’s best mountain-bike trails. Following the opening of the Blue Derby Mountain Bike Trails in 2015, change has come quickly; look forward to craft beer, wood-fired pizza, snazzy Airbnbs and even a wildly popular floating sauna.

The hub of Derby’s mountain-biking scene is the ever-evolving Blue Derby trail network (rounds of the 2017 and 2019 Enduro World Series were held here), named for Derby’s proximity to the Blue Tier mountain range. Trails range from easy to extremely difficult, and from 1km tootles to 40km all-day epics. Standout trails include Blue Tier, Atlas and Return to Sender. At the bottom of Christopher St, the signboard at the main trailhead has maps and suggestions for rides. Trails radiate in all directions and the main street often holds more bikes than cars. To arrange shuttles and rent bikes, contact Vertigo MTB, Evolution Biking (for e-bikes), or the Derby Bike Shop. MADMTB has plenty of ideas for planning what trails to ride and can arrange shuttles and bike hire. See ridebluederby.com.au for comprehensive information on all the trails and links to book accommodation.


DETOUR TO PYENGANA

About 26km west of St Helens, the turnoff to tiny Pyengana (‘pie-en-gah-na’ – ‘meeting of two rivers’ in the local Aboriginal language) leads to an impossibly emerald-green valley with some interesting diversions. In the 1890s European pioneers noted the area’s high rainfall and brought in dairy cattle, which thrived on the lush grass. Exporting milk from this isolated valley was impractical, but once converted into cheese and butter the produce could survive the slow journey to market and cheese is still produced in the valley today. Like much of the northeast, tin was also mined in the area, with the village of Lottah once home to 150 miners. Now a ghost town, the forest has reclaimed it.



Eating & Drinking in the Bay of Fires: Our Picks

Lease 65: Briny fresh bi-valves served from the shell, with the option to open your own with an oyster knife. Cash only. 11am-3pm Mon-Fri $

Meresta Eatery: Brilliant views of Binalong Bay plus craft beer, brunch classics, Tasmanian seafood and pizza. 11am-late Mon-Fri, from 7.30am Sat & Sun $$

The Bays Kitchen: Head for a St Helens breakfast before a day’s exploring. Daily cake specials are good on-the-road treats. 8am-3.30pm Wed-Sun $$

Priory Ridge Wines: At the end of the East Coast Wine Trail with excellent pinot noir and sauvignon blanc. Phone ahead for tastings. 11am-4pm Wed-Sun


Discover Flinders Island

Aboriginal heritage and wild scenery

Distill Tasmania into an even smaller parcel and you have Flinders Island, the largest of the 52 Furneaux Group islands on the eastern edge of Bass Strait. Sparsely populated Flinders is an easygoing rural community living mostly from fishing and agriculture, but tourism is also developing with a considered focus on regenerative activities and practices of benefit to both travellers and the local community. There’s great coastal bushwalking, plentiful wildlife, excellent fishing, snorkelling and diving. Factor in brilliant seafood, grass-fed lamb and island-crafted wine and whisky, and there’s plenty to look forward to after a day’s adventures.

Furneaux Museum is an excellent place to learn about the history of all the Furneaux Group islands. Heritage structures scattered about the property include the island’s first government-run schoolhouse, cells from the Whitemark police station (1916) and whaling paraphernalia.

Wybalenna Historic Site’s chapel and overgrown cemetery are all that remain of this misguided settlement, built to ‘care for’ relocated mainland Tasmanian Aboriginal people. Between 1834 and 1847, 107 Aboriginal people died here from poor food, disease and despair. By 1847 the remaining 47 were transported to Oyster Cove, south of Hobart. The chief of the Trawlwoolway tribe, Mannalargenna’s headstone is in the gated cemetery near the chapel. Other Aboriginal people who died here are in unmarked graves. It’s sacred Aboriginal ground: be respectful.

Coastal walks include the spectacular (2km, 90 minutes) circuit around Trousers Point (extend it to Fotheringate Beach) and a Great Short Walk to Castle Rock (6.6km, 90 minutes) near Marshall Beach. However the jewel is the exceptional Strzelecki Peaks (four hours, 5.6km return) hike through forest onto granite slabs to the island’s highest point, 756m Mt Strzelecki. Of course, the views over bays, beaches and islands are simply stunning.


GUIDED FLINDERS ISLAND

Flinders Island Adventures

Book a fishing charter with this outfit which also runs walking tours, plus half- and full-day 4WD and luxury van tours.

Flinders Island Dive

There’s great diving and snorkelling in the clear waters around the island, especially amid sea caves, shoals and reefs.

Flinders Island Aviation

Scenic flights over craggy peaks and surrounding isles. Options range from 30-minute highlight flights to longer customised tours.

Tasmanian Expeditions

Guided multiday walking adventures on Flinders Island. Accommodation includes very comfortable eco-camping or staying in a boutique lodge.

Par Avion

Charter flights to remote Cape Barren Island, south of Flinders Island.



Eating & Drinking in Derby: Our Picks

Tin Timbers Cafe: Luring travellers and bike riders 8km southwest of Derby to Branxholm with tasty gourmet pies. 9am-3pm $

The Hub: Pizza and craft beer drag in mountain-bike riders looking to kick back after a day on Derby’s trails. noon-9pm $$

LOT 40: Mexican-inspired snacks, craft beer and occasional live music all feature at this spacious Derby venue. noon-9pm Wed-Sun $$

Weldborough Hotel: Iconic 1876 country pub that’s popular with mountain-bike riders. Relax in the beer garden with a craft beer. 11am-late




Launceston

WINE VALLEYS | LOCAL PRODUCE | COLONIAL HISTORY
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Launceston (‘Lonnie’), Tasmania’s second city, holds a special place both in the history of the island state, and in that of the nation itself. Arrayed where the kanamaluka/Tamar River is formed from the spidery North and South Esk Rivers, it’s a compact and confident city comfortable with its brick-lined heritage of historic architecture. Craft-beer bars and whisky emporia energise 19th-century spaces and former mercantile warehouses, while Launceston’s best restaurant is in an 1830s flour mill. History, both from a colonial and an Aboriginal perspective, can be uncovered amid the urban wilderness of Cataract Gorge. Framing the kanamaluka/Tamar as it flows north into Bass Strait, both sides of the river feature world-class wineries. To the west, Narawntapu National Park is a coastal playground for abundant wildlife while east, Ben Lomond National Park is reached via an exacting series of hairpin bends. Ascend Jacob’s Ladder for spring and summer bushwalking, or snow sports during a Down Under winter.


GETTING AROUND

Having your own vehicle is highly recommended as the most interesting and efficient way to explore this area. Based on a grid pattern, central Launceston is compact and easily walkable. Launceston’s free Tiger Bus service runs on three routes that are convenient for visitors and cover most attractions and areas of interest. Launceston airport shuttle bus services CBD hotels and Uber is also available in Launceston.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cataract Gorge

SIGHTS

2 Alexandra Suspension Bridge

3 City Park

4 Henty House

5 Launceston Synagogue

6 Majestic Theatre

7 Milton Hall

8 St Johns Church

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Launceston Kayak Tours

10 Penny Royal Adventures

11 Tamar River Cruises

SLEEPING

12 Dragonfly Inn

13 Kurrajong House

14 The Florance

EATING

15 Black Cow Bistro

16 Gorge Restaurant

17 Havilah

18 Stelo @ Pierre’s

19 Stillwater

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Barrel Collective

21 Du Cane Brewery & Dining Hall

22 Royal Oak Hotel

23 Saint John

ENTERTAINMENT

see 4 Festivale

24 Junction Arts Festival

SHOPPING

25 Harvest

TRANSPORT

26 Tiger Bus




[image: ] TOP TIP

In 2021, Launceston was awarded City of Gastronomy status by UNESCO. Discover the region’s bountiful produce at Harvest, a weekly Saturday morning market held in the central city. Look forward to craft beer, cider, honey, salmon and more. Many of the producers and suppliers are organic and sustainable.



Exploring Cataract Gorge

Hiking and a chairlift close to town

At Cataract Gorge, right at the city centre’s edge, the bushland and South Esk River feel a million miles from town. At First Basin there’s an outdoor swimming pool, and the world’s longest single-span chairlift. The pool is open from November to March, and even then it’s pretty chilly. For reasons of safety, swimming in the river is not recommended.

Eating options include a cafe at First Basin and the Gorge Restaurant, accessible by walking across the historic Alexandra Suspension Bridge. After lunch at the cafe, there’s the option of returning uphill to the First Basin car park on the Inclinator, a funicular railway which tracks (surprisingly slowly) up a bush-clad incline. Walking tracks include the 90-minute return trail from the Alexandra Suspension Bridge up the gorge to Duck Reach, Australia’s earliest (1895) municipal hydroelectric power station.

Starting at King Bridge where the South Esk River meets the Tamar River, the Cataract Walk traces the gorge’s cliffside narrow route for around 1km to First Basin. It’s possible to loop back to King Bridge for a total distance of 3km. Another option to explore the section of the gorge upstream from King Bridge is on a relaxed outing with Tamar River Cruises. Boats depart from Home Point at the meeting of the Tamar and North Esk Rivers. Book a departure on the gracious 1890s-style Lady Launceston. River experiences with Launceston Kayak Tours in pedal-powered kayaks leave from the nearby Launceston Seaport.

Eating in Launceston: Our Picks

Havilah: Shared plates, cheese and charcuterie teamed with a stellar wine list packed with Tasmanian highlights. 4pm-late Wed-Sun $$

Stillwater: Fine dining harnessing local ingredients served in a restored 1830s flour mill. 11.30am-2.30pm & 5.30pm-late Mon-Sat $$$

Black Cow Bistro: Casual but classy central Launceston spot offering the best of Tasmania’s grass-fed, free-range beef. 5.30pm-late Mon-Sat $$$

Stelo @ Pierre’s: Well-established restaurant with an Italian-influenced menu. Try the four-course Chef’s Tasting Menu. 5pm-late Mon-Sat $$$

Festival City

Celebrate with food, wine, music and art

Tasmanians love a festival, and the good people of Launceston are no exception. Time a visit to experience one of the city’s three major annual festivals. Be sure to book accommodation well ahead.

Held in February, Festivale is Launceston’s foodie highlight, with three event-packed days in City Park, and plenty of eating, drinking, arts and live music. Tasmanian food, beer, wine and spirits are all showcased, and regular masterclasses could include sparkling wine appreciation, or just why Tasmanian whisky is so damn good. It’s a great opportunity for Launceston to flaunt its 2021 UNESCO City of Gastronomy recognition.

Enlivening early March is Mona Foma, the always surprising music and arts festival curated by Violent Femmes’ bass player, Brian Ritchie. Complementing late-February’s main festival weekend in Hobart, in 2024 Launceston’s first weekend of March Mona Foma focus included outdoor concerts at Cataract Gorge’s First Basin.

First held in 2011, the Junction Arts Festival was actually envisioned as a one-off event, but has now been held annually since then. Based around the Princes Sq precinct, the centre of Launceston is transformed for five days to celebrate the arrival of spring in September. Events and attractions include one-off performances, food trucks and popup markets.


ICONIC LONNIE ARCHITECTURE
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Geoff McClean is the authoritative history buff and walking guide behind Wallaby Walkabout Tours. These are some of his favourite Launceston buildings. @wallaby_walkabout_tours

St Johns Church

This 1824 Colonial Gothic-style Anglican church was the first brick building in Launceston.

Milton Hall

An 1842 Greek Revival-style building that was once a church. Also the birthplace of the Australian flag.

Launceston Synagogue

One of Australia’s longest still-operating synagogues. Wonderful heritage and distinctive Egyptian-style architecture.

Majestic Theatre

Completed in 1917, Launceston’s first purpose-built cinema features a wonderfully distinctive Grecian architectural style.



Drinking in Launceston: Our Picks

Saint John: Eighteen taps and a fridge full of Tassie and Australian craft beers. Good tacos and burgers, too. noon-late daily

Du Cane Brewery: Pizza and locally brewed beers inspired by Tasmania’s great outdoors. Try the Rendezvous at Pelion Gap IPA. noon-9pm daily

Barrel Collective: Welcoming bar serving whisky, gin and craft beer from all corners of Tasmania. 4pm-late Sun-Thu, from 2pm Fri-Sat

Royal Oak Hotel: Launceston’s best traditional pub. Great place to check out live music. 3pm-late Wed-Sat




Beyond Launceston


[image: jpg]

Echoes of convict and colonial history, detouring to a waterfall, and exploring one of Tasmania’s true alpine areas


As Australia’s third-oldest city after Sydney and Hobart, Launceston is surrounded by reminders of a significant colonial heritage. South of the city at Hapsden, Entally Estate recalls the mercantile energy that drove the commercial development of the fledgeling colony. Nearby, Westbury’s historic bluestone past is now being reenergised by stylish cafes and a thoroughly 21st-century gin and whisky distillery. The 19th-century lifestyles of the rich and famous also feature at historic Clarendon Estate south of Evandale, while Longford’s contribution to recounting Tasmania’s storied past is the convict-built farming establishments of Woolmers Estate and Brickendon. All of this area can be visited as a day trip from Launceston, but there is convict-built accommodation at Woolmers and Brickendon.

Places

Evandale & Longford

Ben Lomond National Park

Tamar Valley

Narawntapu National Park


GETTING AROUND

As three different bus companies service a relatively compact area, having your own transport is recommended for exploring this region south of Launceston. There are regular bus services with Metro to Hadspen from central Launceston, but departures do not continue on to Carrick. Redline’s Intercity services linking Hobart and Launceston stop in Westbury, while Tassielink runs from Launceston to Longford and Evandale. During winter, a shuttle bus runs from Ben Lomond National Park’s lower car park up the mountain.



Evandale & Longford Time from Launceston: 16 MINS [image: img]

World Heritage–listed convict-era constructions

Walking down Evandale’s main street is like stepping into a period film set, and the entire town is National Trust classified. Antiques, art and homewares are all on sale behind Russell St’s historic facades, while the weekly Evandale Market enlivens Sunday mornings.

West of Evandale, Longford was founded in 1807 when free landholding farmers were moved to Van Diemen’s Land from Norfolk Island. It’s one of the few Tasmanian towns not established by convicts. Two farms on the outskirts, Woolmers Estate and Brickendon, are both on UNESCO’s list of World Heritage Australian Convict Sites.

The 2.8km Convict Trail Walk takes you from Brickendon to Woolmers, a pastoral estate on the Macquarie River built by Thomas Archer in 1817. The lovely grounds include a rose garden and the oldest shearing shed still in use in Australia. Guided 45-minute tours explore the homestead, still furnished with the family’s possessions.


Ben Lomond National Park Time from Launceston: 1 HR [image: img]

Warm-weather bushwalking and snow-sports fun

Ben Lomond National Park is 50km (one hour) east of Launceston, its 181 sq km encompassing the Ben Lomond massif, an elevated plateau whose loftiest point, Legges Tor (1572m), is Tasmania’s second-highest peak (after 1671m Mt Ossa). This spectacular destination offers bushwalking and rock-climbing, and Tasmania’s best-equipped ski field.

During spring and summer, Ben Lomond is a colourful riot of alpine flowers. Walks accessing the park’s beautiful alpine landscape include the Alpine Village to Little Hell trail (90 minutes, one way) following the route of a cross-country ski trail.

Beginning at Carr Villa, the trail leads through a small section of eucalypt forest, before passing Legges Tor and onto Alpine Village where you can arrange to be picked up, or return the same way. From Alpine Village, the recently added Summit Link Track (1km) joins up with the steeper Summit Pass Track. Enjoy an easyish walk through alpine vegetation and rock scree.

In winter, Ben Lomond is a hub for snow-sports. At Alpine Village at the foot of the ski slopes there’s lodge accommodation and private operators offering lessons and equipment hire. Snow coverage can be patchy, but the ski season generally runs from early July to late September. Three ‘snow guns’ top up the natural snow. Downhill skiing, snowboarding, cross-country skiing and tobogganing are all available when the conditions are right. During winter Ben Lomond Snow Sports run shuttles up the mountain from the bottom car park.
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Ben Lomond National Park | JOCHEN SCHLENKER/ROBERTHARDING/GETTY IMAGES ©


POPPY FEVER

As you explore Tasmania’s northern agricultural heartlands, you’ll likely come across fields of purple poppies. Nearly half of the world’s legal poppy crop is grown in Tasmania – an industry worth $100 million a year. The opiate alkaloids used in painkillers and other medicines are extracted at the Extractas Bioscience plant near Westbury.

Growing and harvesting are strictly controlled by the state government and Poppy Advisory and Control Board. Never try to jump the fence into a poppy field – access is illegal and most are protected by electric fences. Believe the warning signs, too: the unrefined sap from opium poppies is toxic and will more likely send you to the afterlife than give you any kind of high.



Eating in Evandale & Longford: Our Picks

Ernest & Ernesto: Cuban-themed cafe in Longford. Team espresso with chocolate tart. 7am-2pm Mon-Fri, from 9am Sat $

Rustic Bakehouse: Artisan breads and pastries cooked in a 1926 oven. Droolworthy doughnuts and Friday night pizza. 7am-4pm Sat-Thu, to 8pm Fri $

Clarendon Arms: Classic 1847 pub with a beer garden. Wood-fired pizza and local craft beers. 9am-5pm Wed-Fri & Sun, to late Sat $$

Evandale Cafe: Good coffee and pastries, and excellent burgers and wraps for something more substantial. 7am-4pm Sun-Tue, to 7pm Wed-Fri $$

Tamar Valley Time from Launceston: 30 MINS [image: img]

West Tamar wine

The Tamar Valley winemaking scene first developed around Pipers River, but there are now also 15 vineyards west of the Tamar River. Just north of Launceston in Legana, Vélo Wines shares their relaxed cellar door with the excellent Timbre Kitchen, while to the north in Rosevears, Tamar Ridge teams river views with award-winning sparkling wines and pinot noir. Stoney Rise’s contemporary cellar door and sun-kissed lawns are great spots to enjoy unique varietals including savagnin and trousseau, and certified-organic Marions Vineyard produces full-bodied reds including syrah and tempranillo. Brilliant river views, of course. Inland around Sidmouth, Swinging Gate has a rustic cellar door and summer-friendly wines including zingy sauvignon blanc and spritzy pét-nat. There’s also accommodation in its geodesic domes at Domescapes in the Vines. Also near Sidmouth, Loira Wines complements its wines – including interesting red frontignac and fragola varietals – with its own cider and pale ale. A few minutes north, Moores Hill is fully solar-powered – including an EV charging station – and is known for chardonnay, pinot noir and a signature riesling. At Small Wonder Wines northeast in Kayena, sustainable, biodiverse and certified-organic wines are produced from 25 hectares framed by native bush. There’s regular live music in the vines on Saturdays and Sundays across January.


TRESPASSERS WELCOME

The lush Liffey River valley lies nestled below the Great Western Tiers (Kooparoona Niara or ‘Mountains of the Spirits’). Cool temperate rainforests line the hillsides and several small private reserves protect important habitat. Yet one reserve, Oura Oura, protects something more important – the spiritual home of the Tasmanian conservation movement. Oura Oura (‘yellow-tailed black cockatoo’) was Senator Bob Brown’s property for 38 years and it was here that the plans to save the Franklin River, the birth of the Australian Greens, Wilderness Society meetings and Bush Heritage Australia were all conceived. Bob gifted the property to Bush Heritage to ensure conservation long after he’s gone, and the public are free to wander. As the sign says, ‘Trespassers Welcome’.



Narawntapu National Park Time from Launceston: 1 HR [image: img]

Wildlife, walking, horse riding and beachcombing

Dubbed ‘Tasmania’s Serengeti’, Narawntapu’s combination of open plains, wetlands and woodlands provide spectacular wildlife viewing. At dusk, especially, marsupials including Forester kangaroos, Bennett’s wallabies and pademelons all emerge to graze and it’s common for visitors camping to hear Tasmanian devils as well.

For bird-watchers, the viewing hide near the park’s wetlands reveals honeyeaters, rosellas and black cockatoos. The park is also an important feeding habitat for Tasmania’s endangered wedge-tailed eagle.

Popular walking trails in the park include Badger Head (six to eight hours, 23km) and Archers Knob (two to three hours, 9km). Near the visitor centre – also a good area for marsupials – Springlawn Nature Walk (two hours, 4.8km circuit) includes a boardwalk over wetlands to the bird hide (30 minutes, 2km return).

Narawntapu is also popular for horse riding. Equine adventures with Cradle Country Adventures include a three-hour ride along Bakers Beach and a three-hour Grass Tree Bush Ride. It can also arrange overnight accommodation at Bakers Beach Homestead. The park itself has four campsites; the best-equipped is at Springlawn. Koybaa for tents only is a lot quieter.
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Kangaroos, Narawntapu National Park | HEATH HOLDEN/GETTY IMAGES ©


ABORIGINAL NARAWNTAPU

Formerly called Asbestos Range National Park, a legacy of historical mining for asbestos and other minerals in the area, the park was first inaugurated in 1976. Renamed Narawntapu in 1999 – the Aboriginal name for the Badger Head and West Head area – it’s actually the first (and so far only) of Tasmania’s national parks to revert to its Aboriginal name. A significant Aboriginal history includes shell middens showing that shellfish, including mussels and limpets, were an important part of the traditional Aboriginal diet. These sites are fully protected, and today’s contemporary Tasmanian palawan community continues to visit the park to maintain a rich connection with Narawntapu. There is a good display of Narawntapu’s history at the Springlawn Visitor Centre.



Eating in the Tamar Valley: Our Picks

Baba’s Kebabs: Convenient roadside stop in Legana with good kebabs, falafels and gozleme Turkish flatbreads. 11am-9pm $

Rosevears Hotel: Elevated pub classics combine wth Tamar River views. Good local wine, beer, whisky and gin selection. noon-3pm & 5.30pm-late $$

The Ducks: A vineyard location and river views showcase salads, pasta, steak and seafood specials at this Rosevears favourite. noon-3pm $$

Timbre Kitchen: Seasonal shared plates and tasting menus at the Scandi-style restaurant at Vélo Wines. 11am-4pm Sun & Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat $$$




Cradle & takayna/Tarkine

MOUNTAINS | RUGGED | OFF THE MAP
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Devonport is many visitors’ first experience as they decamp from the Spirit of Tasmania ferry from the mainland. While World Heritage Cradle Mountain is a priority destination for most, the journey south should be tempered by exploring the diverse northwest hinterland where cheese, ice cream, truffles, whisky and beer are all highlights of a region made for relaxed road-tripping. Towns like mural-wrapped Sheffield and karst-rich Mole Creek provide arty and underground distractions.

Tasmania’s wild west is a land of endless ocean beaches raked by Southern Ocean winds, ancient rainforests shaded by verdant curtains of moss, and tannin-tinted rivers infused with the hardworking heritage of settler enterprise. Framing the island’s rugged northwest tip is mystical takayna/Tarkine, one of the planet’s greatest wilderness areas, and a region with deep cultural significance to Tasmania’s Aboriginal community. Further south, isolated mining towns reach critical mass at no-longer-totally denuded Queenstown, while nearby Strahan sits on vast, undeveloped Macquarie Harbour, six times the size of Sydney’s.


GETTING AROUND

Having your own vehicle is essential for exploring the region and many visitors bring their own to Devonport on the overnight Spirit of Tasmania ferry from Geelong, Victoria. Public buses link Devonport and other Bass Strait towns to Launceston and there’s a daily service from Burnie to Strahan and Queenstown. Bushwalkers heading to Cradle Mountain will need to book a private shuttle. Flights to/from Melbourne arrive at both Devonport and Burnie (Wynyard) airports, with the latter being the hub for flights to King Island. Boat trips include cruising the Arthur and Pieman Rivers or exploring Macquarie Harbour and the Gordon River.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park

2 Liffey Falls

3 Mole Creek Karst National Park

SIGHTS

4 41° South Tasmania

5 Cradle Mountain

6 Cradle Plateau

7 D’Alton Falls

8 Dove Lake

9 Du Cane Gap

10 Hartnett Falls

11 leeawuleena/Lake St Clair

12 Meander Falls

13 Meander Forest Reserve

14 Mt Ossa

15 Pelion Gap

16 Ronny Creek

17 Split Rock

18 Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary

19 Truffles of Tasmania

20 Walls of Jerusalem National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

21 Deloraine Riverbank Walk

22 King Solomons Cave

23 Marakoopa Cave

SLEEPING

24 Kitchen Hut

25 Narcissus Hut

EATING

26 Cafe Amanita

see 21 Deloraine Deli

27 Elements

28 Hellyer’s Restaurant

29 Highland Restaurant

see 29 Tavern Bar & Bistro

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 21 Little Green Men Brewing

30 Wandering Trout Taphouse

INFORMATION

see 27 Cradle Mountain Visitor Information Centre

31 Lake St Clair Visitor Information Centre

32 Ranger Station & Interpretation Centre



Loving Devonport

Maritime history and heritage cruises

Tasmania’s third-largest city, ‘Devvo’ is the port for the red-and-white Spirit of Tasmania ferries that connect the island state with the Australian mainland. Most passengers arriving on the ferry typically scatter immediately to other destinations around Tasmania, but courtesy of an emerging eating and drinking scene and a select array of cultural and historical attractions, it’s worth spending some time in town before venturing out. The recently developed Providore Place precinct – known locally as the Market Square Pavilion – features both a craft brewery and a distillery, and there’s also good eating along Devonport’s Bass Strait oceanfront

Devonport’s attractions are relatively spread out. It’s 2km from Market Square Pavilion to the oceanfront precinct with Bass Strait Maritime Centre, Mersey Bluff Beach and more good eating at Mrs Jones and Drift. Or continue walking to the distinctive Mersey Bluff Lighthouse. If you’ve arrived in Devonport on the Spirit of Tasmania, it’s a 5km drive to central Devonport for restaurants and accommodation. Taxis usually meet the ferry. Rideshare services are also available.

On the first Friday of each month, Devonport’s Market Square Pavilion is enlivened by the Twilight Market. Food trucks serve up gourmet treats, the city’s nearby distillery and craft brewery are both busy, and there’s an area selling arts and crafts. Search for ‘Market Square Pavilion-Twilight Market’ on Facebook for upcoming dates.
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Mersey Bluff Lighthouse | NSAQIB/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Discover Historic Deloraine

Heritage pubs and a riverside walk

At the base of the Great Western Tiers, Deloraine’s Georgian townscape is bisected by the meandering Meander River. November’s annual Tasmanian Craft Fair, attracting creative types from all around Australia, transforms Deloraine on the year’s busiest weekend, but it’s also a rural hub with a growing gourmet focus.

Craft breweries feature in classic heritage pubs, and it’s a short drive to 41° South Tasmania’s sustainable salmon farm, and the pungent subterranean discoveries of Truffles of Tasmania.

Dominating Deloraine’s southern skyline are the Great Western Tiers (Kooparoona Niara, ‘Mountains of the Spirits’), and a cultural trail – part of the Deloraine Riverbank Walk – lines the Meander River in town with native plantings of bush tucker, a stone yarning circle, and artworks inspired by Tasmanian Aboriginal culture.

The Great Western Tiers offer excellent walking with the Meander Forest Reserve a popular starting point. From the Meander River swing bridge, options include hikes to Split Rock (three hours return) and Meander Falls (10km, six hours return). Don’t miss Liffey Falls (2km, 45 minutes return), a four-tiered cascade that’s one of Tasmania’s most classically beautiful waterfalls.


DEVONPORT’S BEST BEACHES

Mersey Bluff Beach

Devonport’s main beach is patrolled during summer. Public toilets, changing rooms, electric BBQs and an excellent children’s playground are all close by.

Back Beach

Accessed via Coles Beach Rd, this beach is quieter than nearby Mersey Bluff Beach, but it isn’t patrolled.

Coles Beach

A popular – though not patrolled – swimming beach. There are public toilets, an electric BBQ, picnic shelters and an outdoor shower.

East Devonport Beach

A quieter option on the eastern side of the Mersey River.

Lillico Beach

Around 9km west of Devonport with a purpose-built platform for viewing penguins.



Eating & Drinking in Devonport: Our Picks

Laneway: This hip cafe offers stellar all-day breakfasts, shared tables and lots of magazines and newspapers. 6.30am-3pm $$

Drift: Many locals’ choice for the best coffee in town. Highlights include eggs Benedict with thick-cut maple-smoked bacon. 6.30am-4pm $$

Island State Brewing: Industrial style combines with well-crafted beers. Try a tasting flight. 3-8pm Wed-Thu, 1-10pm Fri-Sat, 1-6pm Sun

Empress Craft Beer: Super-friendly bar with 14 taps and a fridge full of hoppy surprises. noon-9pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri-Sat

Exploring Mole Creek

Underground thrills and an excellent wildlife park

The major drawcards of Mole Creek Karst National Park are Marakoopa Cave and King Solomons Cave, which can both be visited on tours operated by the Tasmanian Parks & Wildlife Service. Marakoopa is the larger cave, with glowworms, while the subterranean formations in compact King Solomons Cave are more densely clustered. Other caves in the park can be visited by experienced cavers or on a guided tour operated by Wild Cave Tours. If you’re just doing one of the P&WS tours, you won’t need a national parks pass.

The diminutive rural village of Mole Creek also makes a good base for visiting Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park (around one hour’s drive west), and Walls of Jerusalem National Park, an isolated Central Plateau park with glacial lakes and a ring of peaks (‘the Walls’) with biblical names.

Privately owned Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary focuses on conservation of Tasmanian devils, wombats, quolls and injured raptors; go for a wander amid wallabies relaxing under shady eucalypts. Informative tours (40 minutes) show devils being fed in a no-holds-barred display of bared teeth and crunching bones.


TASMANIA’S TOWN OF MURALS

In the 1980s Sheffield was a typical small Tasmanian country town experiencing rural decline, but astute townsfolk decided to paint large murals on walls around town. A few decades later, Sheffield is now a veritable outdoor art gallery. More than 80 large-scale murals enliven Sheffield’s heritage townscape, many depicting scenes from the district’s pioneer days. Courtesy of Sheffield’s Muralfest, an annual mural-painting festival held in early November, the number and diversity of colourful outdoor artworks increases every year. One of the most striking is on the corner of Pioneer Cres, and shows the spectacular profile of nearby Mt Roland and an imagined standoff between a Tasmanian devil and a thylacine (Tasmanian tiger).



Eating in Deloraine & Mole Creek: Our Picks

Little Green Men Brewing: Excellent local craft beers are served in the welcoming corner bar of the historic British Hotel. 11am-9pm $$

Deloraine Deli: Breakfast on Spanish-style poached eggs and chorizo or linger at lunch with the grazing platter. 8am-4pm Mon-Fri, from 10am Sat & Sun $$

Cafe Amanita: Mole Creek’s best coffee combines with tasty homestyle baking including scones and savoury pies. 8.30am-3pm $

Wandering Trout Taphouse: Cosy brewpub partnering craft beers with a global shared plates menu. 2.30-4pm & 5-9.30pm Wed-Sun $$

Eating Around Cradle Mountain: Our Picks

Elements: Have a coffee and a satay chicken wrap before jumping on the nearby shuttle bus to Dove Lake. 9am-3pm $

Tavern Bar & Bistro: Hearty fare, a pool table, TVs and an open fire make this barnlike dining space at Cradle Mountain Lodge popular. noon-10pm $$

Hellyer’s: Small plates come with big views over Cradle Valley at this restaurant in Cradle Mountain Wilderness Village. 5-9.30pm $$$

Highland Restaurant: Cradle Mountain Lodge’s second restaurant showcases Tasmanian produce and wine. 5.30-10pm $$$





TOP EXPERIENCE
The Overland Track


The Overland Track is Australia’s premier multiday walk. On a 65km, six-night, five-day journey through World Heritage mountainscapes, look forward to diverse terrain including rainforest, gorges and alpine moors, and hiking on trails often following in the footsteps of historic adventurers and Tasmania’s Aboriginal palawa people.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for information from Tasmania’s Parks & Wildlife Service.
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Starting at Ronny Creek

The Overland Track’s 65km adventure begins at Ronny Creek, 7km from the Cradle Mountain Visitor Information Centre. Walking to Ronny Creek is an option, but most hikers catch the shuttle bus to Ronny Creek from the information centre. Don’t forget to sign your name in the walkers’ log book and grab a selfie with the Overland Track sign before you head off.


DON’T MISS

Marion’s Lookout

Wildlife at Waterfall Valley

Windermere Plains

A detour to Lake Will

Mersey River Waterfalls

River Forth Lookout

Historic Du Cane Hut

The Lake St Clair ferry



Best Time to Go

The best time to walk the Overland Track is during Tasmania’s summer and early autumn (December to April), when the weather is warmer, days are longer, and alpine plants are in flower. Booking ahead is mandatory from October to May, and daily departures from Ronny Creek are capped. If your preferred day is already booked out, it’s worth checking with guided walk operators if they can accommodate you. During the winter off-season, walker numbers are fewer, but this period of snow and ice is only recommended for more experienced bushwalkers.


How Difficult Is the Walk?

The route is well-marked, mostly on hardened boardwalks and is achievable by anyone with normal fitness with some prior overnight walking experience. The steepest section is the start with the climb onto Cradle Plateau, when you will have a full pack. Knee-deep snow is not uncommon here and there is plenty of walking above 1000m in elevation on exposed plateaus. Having the right gear is essential. Solo walkers can team up with hut buddies. The track is not recommended for children under eight years.

What to Pack

Year-round the weather can be very changeable – it’s not uncommon to have snow on the trail in December – and walkers need to be thoroughly prepared. Be equipped with footwear and technical apparel covering all four seasons, potentially all occurring on the same day. If you’re not on a guided walk, you’ll also need to carry all your food, and a tent if hut accommodation is already taken when you arrive in the afternoon.


Where You’ll Sleep

Options for independent walkers are either camping in a tent or securing a first-come, first-served spot in one of the trail’s six public huts. Many of the old rustic huts have been replaced by modern affairs with wooden bunks, gas heaters, composting toilets, wet-weather gear lockers and separate spaces for cooking and eating.



Recommended Detours

Along the track are detours worth considering if the weather is not closing in. Summitting Cradle Mountain involves a steep 2km return trail from near Kitchen Hut, while an ascent of Mt Ossa (Tasmania’s highest peak at 1617m) is a 5.2km, four- to six-hour side trip from Pelion Gap. Easier side-trips include the one-hour return detour to Hartnett or D’Alton Falls from below Du Cane Gap. See John Chapman’s excellent Cradle Mountain, Lake St Clair and Walls of Jerusalem National Parks guidebook for detailed trail notes.

Ending at Narcissus & Lake St Clair

Technically, day seven of the Overland Track is from Narcissus to Cynthia Bay, 17.5km along the shores of Lake St Clair, but most hikers jump on the ferry from Narcissus across the lake to end near the Lake St Clair Visitor Information Centre. Book the ferry online with lakestclairlodge.com.au, and don’t forget a second selfie with the Overland Track sign down on the beach.

Guided Walks

Several well-regarded operators offer guided experiences. Options with Tasmanian Expeditions include camping- and hut-based walks as well as special family and winter experiences, and self-guided walks including all transfers, food and logistics. Intrepid Travel’s popular guided walks are camping only, while hikers with the Tasmanian Walking Company stay in its exclusive network of five private huts. It also offers an eight-day winter Overland Track experience.


TOP TIPS

• A fee-based booking system is in place from 1 October to 31 May to limit the number of walkers to a maximum of 34 departures per day. Book well ahead on parks.tas.gov.au.

• A valid national parks pass is needed for walking.

• Walking from north to south is mandatory from October to May.

• Campfires are banned on the track. Carry a fuel stove for cooking.

• Arrange Cradle Mountain transfers to/from Devonport, Launceston and Lake St Clair with Cradle Mountain Coaches.

• eGuide offers a similar range of destinations, including Hobart, and can also provide relocation services for your car.






Rocking the Cradle

Wombats, World Heritage and wilderness

Part of the World Heritage–listed Tasmanian Wilderness, Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park is a rugged 1262-sq-km agglomeration of glacier-sculpted mountains, river gorges, lakes, tarns and wild alpine moorland. For outdoors enthusiasts, it’s best experienced on the 65km Overland Track, taking five days and six nights to traverse rainforest, exposed plateaus and alpine bluffs to Lake St Clair.

From near the Cradle Mountain Visitor Information Centre, shuttle buses ($15) run around every 15 minutes to Dove Lake, stopping at the park’s Ranger Station and Interpretation Centre, Snake Hill and Ronny Creek en route. The 6.5km circumnavigation of Dove Lake is one of Cradle Mountain’s most popular walks. Shorter walks suitable for children begin at the Ranger Station.

Ronny Creek is the official starting point of the Overland Track, but the buttongrass flats by the creek are also great for spotting wildlife, particularly around dawn and dusk, with wombats quite common as well as Bennett’s wallabies and the ubiquitous pademelon. Platypus are shyer but are present in all the mountain lakes and rivers.


ROCKY CAPE NATIONAL PARK

Stretching west of Boat Harbour for a rugged 12km along Bass Strait, Rocky Cape National Park is Tasmania’s smallest national park. Rocky Cape is known to Aboriginal Tasmanians as pinmatik, and in past millennia they made their homes in sea caves 8000 years before European occupation. Drive out to the squat lighthouse on the cape’s tip for excellent Bass Strait views, or walk to North Cave and South Cave (15 minutes return). Interpretive signs explain the history of the caves. Out of respect for the Aboriginal community, do not enter the caves. National parks passes and good coffee are available at the Little Sisters General Store in nearby Sisters Beach.



Eating & Drinking in Stanley: Our Picks

Hursey Seafoods: Fish and chips downstairs, bistro dining upstairs. They own the boats so you know it’s fresh. noon-2.30pm & 5.30-8pm $

Stanley Wine Bar: Victoriana and steampunk combine with pizza, platters and one the best wine lists. 5-9pm Thu-Sat, from 2pm Sun $$

Stanley Hotel Bistro: Good steaks and seafood. Book ahead for dinner, but walk-ins are welcomed on the sunny deck if there’s room. 11.30am-9pm $$

Marleys: Popular spot for coffee and cafe counter food if you’re going exploring. Try the rosti stack for brunch. 7am-4pm Fri-Tue $$
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Highfield Historic Site

SIGHTS

2 Bluff Hill Point

3 Godfreys Beach

4 Lighthouse Beach

5 Nettley Bay

6 Preminghana Indigenous Protected Area

7 Rocky Cape National Park

8 taypalaka /Green Point Beach

9 The Nut

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Ann Bay

11 Tall Timbers Adventure Tours

12 Tarkine Wilderness Walks

SLEEPING

see 12 Tarkine Wilderness Lodge

EATING

13 Arthur River Store

14 Hugo’s Brew & Chew

15 Hursey Seafoods

16 Little Sisters General Store

17 Marleys

18 Marrawah Inn

19 Stanley Hotel Bistro

20 Tarkine Fresh Oysters

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 19 Stanley Wine Bar

SHOPPING

see 18 Marrawah General Store

INFORMATION

21 Stanley Visitor Information Centre

TRANSPORT

22 Chairlift



Nutting Out Stanley

Historic buildings, extinct volcanoes and penguins

Known to the area’s Aboriginal people as Moo-Nut-Re-Ker and labelled ‘Circular Head’ by explorer Matthew Flinders, The Nut is a striking 143m-high, 12-million-year-old core of an extinct volcano, visible for many kilometres, rising above the historic town of Stanley.

Stanley’s colourful heritage buildings huddle along the base of The Nut as bright red fishing boats, piled high with craypots, bob in the harbour, penguins amble ashore during twilight, and the bracing blast of the Roaring 40s ensures the air is always exhilaratingly clear.

With excellent accommodation, food and drink options, Stanley’s a good base for further northwest explorations. Stanley is a stop on the once-daily Redline intercity bus service between Burnie and Smithton. Stanley’s historic main street is compact and walkable, but you’ll need your own transport to explore Highfield Historic Site, located 2km north. Built in 1835 for the chief agent of the Van Diemen’s Land Company, this grand, elegant homestead is an exceptional example of Tasmanian Regency period architecture. Managed by Parks & Wildlife, the site can be visited on a self-guided tour that covers the house, pretty garden and outbuildings.

Nearby, Godfreys Beach has a penguin-viewing platform where at dusk from September to March little penguins wander ashore directly beneath you.

Don’t miss a trip to the summit of The Nut. A steep 20-minute walk or cruisey chairlift ride (the best views are on the descent) takes you to a windswept tussocked plateau where in summer short-tailed shearwaters (muttonbirds) return to their burrows at dusk. A 2km circuit walk links several lookouts.

Pick up the Under the Nut – Stanley Heritage Walk brochure from the visitor information centre. A total of 15 of Stanley’s more beautiful and/or interesting historic buildings are covered. Audio guides to each stop and the map can be downloaded at stanleyheritagewalk.com.au.





Exploring the Tarkine Drive

[image: jpg]

Encompassing a wild coastline, exposed buttongrass plains and dense rainforest, the Tarkine Drive is the perfect way to experience this pristine part of Tasmania. More than 20 recommended stops are included on the Tarkine Drive brochure, available around the region and at discoverthetarkine.com.au. We’ve curated the highlights of the journey into this route. Apart from at Marrawah, no petrol is available; fill up before leaving Smithton or Stanley.

From the drive’s entry point just south of 1 Marrawah, it’s 13km to 2 Bluff Hill Point Lighthouse, an excellent vantage point for a first taste of the west coast’s wild energy. Continue south for 10km to coastal views from the 3 Edge of the World at Gardiner Point. Further south, 4 Sundown Point State Reserve features a 2km walk to ancient petroglyphs. Just past the fishing shack community of 5 Couta Rocks, venture inland to pass the northern entry to the 6 Western Explorer Road.

The Tarkine Drive now meanders through temperate rainforest with recommended stops 31km further on at 7 Kanunnah Bridge, ideal for a picnic, and the nearby 8 Sumac Lookout with elevated Arthur River views. Two rainforest walks (around 30 minutes each) and overnight parking for caravans and campervans are highlights 6km along the road at 9 Julius River, while platypuses are sometimes seen on the 30-minute bushwalk at 10 Lake Chisholm. A final highlight after a further 45km of sun-dappled and shaded driving is 11 Trowutta Arch State Reserve. A 20-minute return walk under towering eucalypts and primeval ferns leads to Trowutta’s collapsed sinkhole and rocky natural arch. From Trowutta, it’s 31km north to 12 Smithton.




Tackling takayna

Rainforest and Aboriginal history

takayna/Tarkine Wilderness is a 4470-sq-km stretch of one of the planet’s largest temperate rainforests. The globally significant expanse – bounded by the Arthur and Pieman Rivers, the Murchison Hwy and the Southern Ocean – encompasses vast tracts of myrtle, leatherwood and celery-top pines, and endless horizons of buttongrass plains, savage ocean beaches, sand dunes and extensive coastal heathlands.

Because of its remoteness, ferocious weather and isolation, takayna/Tarkine survived almost untouched by modernity well into the 20th century, and the region still offers a frontier-style experience for those keen to explore it. From either Stanley or Smithton, embark on the Tarkine Drive, a fascinating road trip stretching from the Southern Ocean’s rugged coastline around Arthur River, inland through scrublands and sun-dappled glades to a fern-shrouded sinkhole.

A normal 2WD will be fine on the Tarkine Drive, but a 4WD is more useful for tackling rugged unsealed roads, including the Western Explorer Rd south from Arthur River to Corinna. Smithton-based Tall Timbers Hotel offers 4WD tours of the Tarkine Wilderness (September to June), including a focus on Aboriginal heritage and culture.

Other operators offering guided adventures in the takayna include Tarkine Trails (with stays in its remote Tiger Ridge base camp) and Tarkine Wilderness Walks (based at Meunna’s Tarkine Wilderness Lodge). Tasmanian Expeditions tours include cultural engagement with members of northwest Tasmania’s Aboriginal community.

Cruising from Strahan

Macquarie Harbour and Gordon River adventures

Four hours west of Hobart, Strahan sits on majestic Macquarie Harbour and makes an excellent place to spend a few days.

Around 9am every morning Strahan’s harbourside heaves with visitors boarding tours exploring Macquarie Harbour and the UNESCO World Heritage–listed Gordon River. The dense rainforest lining the riverbank and the sense of peace infusing this wilderness area make it an unforgettable experience for most travellers.

Two companies, Gordon River Cruises, with Spirit of the Wild (aka ‘The Grey Boat’), and World Heritage Cruises operating the Harbour Master II (aka ‘The Red Boat’), offer similar itineraries. Both boats feature comfortable downstairs seating through to fully catered premier experiences on their upper decks. There’s plenty of outdoor viewing and lunch is included for all passengers.

Conditions permitting, the boats pass through Hells Gates at Macquarie Heads, punctuated by the squat Entrance Island lighthouse, and an improbably narrow meeting of the harbour and the Southern Ocean. Tours then head south across the harbour to enter the Gordon River where a stop at Heritage Landing includes a stroll on a fully accessible boardwalk. Learn about local flora and fauna, including the area’s famous Huon pines before the final stop at Sarah Island, Van Diemen Land’s first and most notorious penal colony.

An alternative to the big boats is Southwest Expeditions’ Stormbreaker, a 20m ketch, including an overnight stay on the Gordon.

Strahan can also be reached from Cradle Mountain via Tullah and Zeehan.


PREMINGHANA

The far northwest of Tasmania has been home to the Tasmanian Aboriginal Tarkininer people for more than 35,000 years. Evidence of their habitation is clearly visible along much of the takayna/Tarkine coast, and experts call this one of the most important archaeological regions in the world.

Arguably the most significant Aboriginal site on the west coast is 7km north of Marrawah at Preminghana (formerly known as Mt Cameron West). Now called the Preminghana Indigenous Protected Area, it is 5km long and 1km wide and is home to low-lying slabs of rock with petroglyphs dating back two millennia, tool quarries and living sites. Flora includes manuka thicket, tea-tree swamps, eucalyptus woodlands, coast wattle and honeysuckle.



Eating & Drinking Around the Tarkine: Our Picks

Hugo’s Brew & Chew: Homestyle baking. Open later for Friday pizza and beers. 6am-3pm Mon-Thu, to 9pm Fri, 7.30am-1pm Sat $

Tarkine Fresh Oysters: Smithton-based with both a retail shop and a licensed cafe. 9am-4pm Tue-Sat, to 8pm Fri $

Arthur River Store: Coffee, fish and chips and homemade pies – perfect for devouring at the Edge of the World. 8am-6pm $

Marrawah Inn: Steaks of Cape Grim grass-fed beef, seafood and Aussie pub classics. Also takeaway coffee from 9am. 11.30am-2pm & 5.30-8pm $$


MARRAWAH SURF BREAKS

Marrawah has several world-class surf breaks.

taypalaka/Green Point Beach

About 2km from the town centre, the north end of the beach has a break that’s impressive in southerly conditions.

Ann Bay

The southern end of Green Point beach. The left and right breaks need a westerly swell and offshore breeze.

Nettley Bay

South of Green Point, Nettley has a reliable point break that’s at its best in winter.

Lighthouse Beach

Exposed beach break needs a southwest swell and easterly wind to get cranking.

Bluff Hill Point

Surf beach off Bluff Hill Point Rd. Great reef surfing, best in an easterly.



Eating in Strahan: Our Picks

The Coffee Shack: Strahan’s best coffee, homestyle baking and regular breakfast and lunch specials. 6am-2pm $

Tracks on Point: Cafe classics by day include all-day breakfasts, pancakes and milkshakes, then it’s burgers and beer. 10am-2pm & 4-8pm Mon-Sat $$

Risby Cove: Book ahead to combine harbour views with shared plates big and small. Menu highlights include Tassie oysters. 5pm-late $$

View 42°: Elevated views of Strahan Harbour and a good-value evening buffet with seafood including Tasmanian scallops. 6-8.30pm $$$

A Trio of Mining Towns

History, lakeside trails and a spectacular waterfall

North of Queenstown by the A10 are three towns sharing a common mining history.

Highlights of Zeehan, once a self-proclaimed ‘Silver City’ of 27 pubs and 10,000 people, include the West Coast Heritage Centre, housed in the 1894 School of Mines & Metallurgy, and a showcase of the town’s silver-flecked glory days. The adjacent 1898 Gaiety Theatre hosted performers from all around Australia and audiences of up to 1000. Check out the heritage movie posters and ask about screenings of historic silent films, including the world’s first feature-length film, The Story of the Kelly Gang, shown here in 1907.

From Zeehan, it’s 30km northeast to Rosebery, now a base-metal mining town near the 104m-tall Montezuma Falls. Drive southwest out of Rosebery and turn off to Williamsford, another abandoned mining town. Following an old forest tramway, an easy walk leads to the falls (three hours, 11km return). Venture onto the swing bridge for views of the falls and a forested chasm.

At Tullah, 14km north of Rosebery, the Wee Georgie Wood Steam Railway trundles around a 20-minute narrow-gauge rainforest trail, a reminder of when steam trains were Tullah’s link to the outside world. There are easy strolls around Tullah’s Lake Rosebery, and challenging trails up Mt Farrell (three hours, 7km return) and Mt Murchison (four hours, 7.5km return).


WHERE TO ROAM WILD
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Anthony Coulson, Queenstown local and co-owner of RoamWild, the Paragon Theatre and Mt Lyell Anchorage, is an ardent fan of the region’s emerging mountain-biking scene. These are three of his favourite trails around town. @roamwild_tasmania

Waterfall is an epic ride with a sense of grandeur that really puts the mountain into mountain biking. A trail that offers a full mountain-biking experience.

Sledge Track feels really remote. It was originally a mining sledge track, so you’re riding on an old formation from bygone days.

On Welcome to Queenstown, the townscape is left behind, and while the pedal up is demanding, the downward run on a zoomy silica and clay-based trail is perfect reward.



Eating & Drinking in Queenstown: Our Picks

Moonscape: Wine bar and cafe with a sunny beer garden. Gourmet toasties team with craft beers. 11am-9pm Thu-Sat, to 7pm Sun $

Linda Cafe: Good coffee and daily baking specials, 12km east of Queenstown. 8.30am-3.30pm Wed-Sun $

Tracks Cafe: Fuel up with coffee and breakfast before railway adventures or enjoy beer or wine when you’re back. 7.30am-4pm Tue-Sat, to 8pm Wed-Fri $$

Empire Hotel: Hearty pub standards – all with a side serving of grandiose heritage ambience. noon-2pm & 6-8pm $$

Shredding Queenstown

Mines and mountain biking

Queenstown’s history is best explored at an excellent local museum and at elevated viewing locations in the stark mountains around town.

First erected as the Imperial Hotel in 1897, Queenstown’s Eric Thomas Galley Museum now houses an extensive photographic collection documenting the people and places of Tasmania’s west coast. These include an exposé of the 1912 Mt Lyell mining disaster, which claimed 42 lives. Nearby, the Spion Kop Lookout has panoramic views over the town. Visit at sunset when the bare hills are lit flaming orange.

Atop Gormanston Hill on the eastern outskirts of town, just before the Lyell Hwy follows tight hairpin bends down into Queenstown’s valley location, is a side road leading to a spectacular lookout over the geological wound of Iron Blow. This decommissioned open-cut mine, where Queenstown’s mining career first began, is now filled with emerald water. Get an eagle’s-eye view from the vertiginous walkway projecting above the mine pit.
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Iron Blow lookout | JAX10289/GETTY IMAGES ©

Amid Queenstown’s rugged landscapes, mountain biking is growing in popularity, and the focus here – in contrast to forested trails elsewhere in Tasmania – is mountain tracks coursing along and down the exposed ridges and slopes of Mt Owen. More than 35km of trails include beginner-friendly intermediate loops and challenging backcountry adventures. See mtb.westcoasttas.com.au for trail information, hire bikes and gear from Queenstown-based Moonscape MTB, and book trailhead shuttles with Anthony and Joy at RoamWild. They can also arrange 4WD excursions visiting blockade sites from the Franklin Dam protests, an early-20th-century hydroelectricity plant, and going underground at old copper and gold mines. Also popular are 4WD excursions on Mt Owen with brilliant views of Lake Burbury. For white-water rafting, contact Thea and Ollie at King River Rafting.
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RIDING THE WEST COAST RAILWAY

When first built in 1896 to connect Queenstown’s Mt Lyell Mine to the river port of Teepookana and Strahan, this railway’s tortuous route through remote country was a marvel of engineering, comprising some 40 bridges through dense rainforest and along the steep King River gorge on gradients that few other trains could handle.

The original line closed in 1963, but reopened as a tourist service in 2002, transporting visitors in heritage wood-lined carriages by either steam or diesel locomotive. Following the pandemic, services were on hold, and subsequent track maintenance work delayed operations until November 2023. Although services are now running again, it will take some time before the full route reopens.






Wild Rivers, Lakes & Midlands

RAFTING | FLY-FISHING | DISTILLERIES
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Dropping over Victoria Pass from the West Coast, the Lyell Hwy (A10) snakes slowly southeast, passing though the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area and two of the island’s wildest and most magnificent national parks. Cross the Franklin River headwaters and the lonely track to Frenchmans Cap before arriving at Derwent Bridge, a windswept highway stop and the jumping-off point for Lake St Clair, the southern terminus of the Overland Track.

The single-lane Lyell drops in and out of steep gorges populated with hydro power stations, their pipes tumbling vertiginously down steep mountain slopes. The water is fed from the lake-riven Central Plateau, a starkly beautiful, sparsely populated region in the centre of the island, home to fragile endemic flora, wily trout and sodden fishermen.

Spill off the Plateau’s eastern edge to the cultured heartland of rural Tasmania, where old garrison towns are time-capsules of colonial Georgian architecture and the ancient skill of distilling grains.
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GETTING AROUND

While Intercity buses connect the Midlands to Hobart and Launceston several times daily, and Derwent Bridge twice-weekly, you’ll need your own wheels to explore this region fully. Pre-booked bushwalker shuttles can be arranged for Lake St Clair. Avoid driving the Lyell Hwy at night so as not to kill native animals. Be wary of black ice in winter. From time to time there are reports of theft from cars parked at remote trailheads; don’t leave any valuables in them.
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SIGHTS

1 Collingwood Bridge

2 Frenchmans Cap

3 Lake Augusta

4 Lark Distillery

5 leeawuleena/ Lake St Clair

6 Old Kempton Distillery

7 Pine Lake

8 Ross Bridge

9 yingina/Great Lake

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Miena Village Guiding

SLEEPING

11 Bronte Lagoon

12 Central Highlands Lodge

see 8 Cupids Nest

13 Derwent Bridge Chalets & Studios

see 10 Great Lake Hotel

14 Lake St Clair Tourist Park

15 Pumphouse Bay Camping Area

16 Pumphouse Point

17 Ratho Farm

EATING

18 Bronte Park General Store

19 Derwent Bridge Wilderness Hotel

see 10 Great Lake General Store

see 8 Man O’Ross Hotel

see 17 Sealeys Store

see 20 The Imbibers

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Callington Mill

21 Lawrenny Estate
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For just a quick glimpse of the fabled Franklin River, take the eponymous Nature Trail (1km) from a picnic area on the A10 about 25km west of Derwent Bridge. The easy, accessible loop track passes through southern temperate rainforest before following the fern-lined riverbank back to the road.





Rafting the Franklin

White-knuckled, white-water adventure

The wildest ride you’ll ever have in Tasmania. Most rafting trips depart from Collingwood Bridge on the Lyell Hwy (the upper Franklin isn’t navigable) and take eight to 10 days (longer trips allow an ascent of Frenchmans Cap). Be prepared for wet, cold, adrenaline-packed days, riverside camps, sublime scenery and quite a few portages.

Standout features include the narrow Irenabyss, iconic Rock Island Bend – pinup for the environmental Franklin Campaign – and the scary Great Ravine. The paddling usually ends at Sir John Falls where the yacht Stormbreaker can be arranged for the transit across Macquarie Harbour to Strahan.

Independent rafting is allowed but this is one trip you should do with experienced professionals: Franklin River Rafting, Tasmanian Expeditions or Water By Nature.

Discovering Pine Lake’s Pencil Pines

Accessible Gondwanaland

Edging 1200m above sea level, this short, nature trail to a picturesque tarn is a wonderful introduction to flora of the Central Plateau. Level boardwalk, suitable for wheelchairs, runs 400m from the car park on the A5 (Highland Lakes Rd). En route to the lake you will pass a copse of Pencil Pines (Athrotaxis cupressoides), one of Tasmania’s most iconic trees, a remnant of Gondwanaland, the ancient super-continent. The trees aren’t actually pines at all, and are found nowhere else in the world other than in the high wilderness areas of Central Tasmania. These slow-growing trees can exceed 1000 years in age, and are highly susceptible to a warming planet.

Cycling the Tasmanian Trail

Have (two) wheels, will travel

Stretching north from Dover for 480km (300m), the Tasmanian Trail follows back roads, forestry tracks and private paths across farmland, river valleys, primeval forests and the stark Central Plateau. While suitable for all riders, there’s a few mongrel sections and several, possibly dodgy, river crossings. Not to mention a cumulative altitude gain of Himalayan proportions. The trail avoids national parks and major towns though it’s never far from a cosy bed. Miena in the middle of the Highland Lakes is a perfect staging post. Supplies can be found at the General Store (or mailed for pickup) and the cabins at the Central Highland Lodge make a pleasant change to a wet tent.

The trail is managed by volunteers (tasmaniantrail.com.au) who sell a guidebook and supply keys to locked gates and amenities. Not that you necessarily need them. Most riders take between 10 to 14 days to complete the route and while navigable in either direction, the prevailing southwesterly wind is better on your back than in your face crossing the exposed Central Plateau.


THE BEST LAKES

leeawuleena/Lake St Clair

Take a wilderness boat cruise on Australia’s deepest freshwater lake, dwarfed by peaks straight from Homer’s Illiad: Mt Olympus, Ida, Geryon and Othrys.

yingina/Great Lake

Great in every sense of the word, this mammoth lake is the heart of the Central Plateau.

Bronte Lagoon

Enjoy excellent bush camping and fishing from the shores of this local treasure.

Arthurs Lake

A firm family favourite with a pretty, civilised campground inside the trees by Pumphouse Bay.

Lake Augusta

Gateway to the wilderness, Lake Ada and the starting point for further adventures.




Fishing with Flies

Turn off, unplug, cast!

Equal parts chess, alchemy and Zen Buddhism, the art of catching trout on a thin line attached to a dangling artificial insect at first seems bizarre. But this odd pastime can prove strangely addictive, incredibly satisfying and just that little bit competitive.

Both brown and rainbow trout have inhabited Tasmania’s waterways for over a century and while fishing with live bait is banned, fishing with artificial flies is actively promoted. Different flies seek to mimic seasonally different insect stages and the truly hardcore fishers make their own.

Novices should seek lessons from an experienced guide as casting, like a golf swing, looks easy but is hard to master. Miena Village Guiding is a good place to start, as is Rod & Fly Tasmania.

You’ll also need a licence; the Inland Fisheries Service is a useful resource.


FLY-FISHING SECRETS

Brad Harris, ex-editor of FlyLife magazine, shares some insider tips.

Tasmania has three distinct seasons for trout fly fishing. In spring, when lakes are flooded and fish feed around the edges, dawn and dusk are optimal casting times. Summer brings hatching mayflies and beetles; match your fly colour to the insect. Try a dark brown Parachute Emerger or yellow/green Foam Beetle. In autumn on the lakes, try beetle or small mayfly dry flies or Woolly Bugger and Stick Caddis wets.

During drizzly weather look for water with mayflies and on sunny days sight-fish shallow clear lakes and rivers. Don’t mix the two.

Pack a 2.7m 5-weight rod with floating line and learn to cast in the wind. Polarising sunglasses are essential!



Pub Meals in Wild Rivers, Lakes & Midlands

Great Lake Hotel: A cut above your standard pub fare, the meals are as big as the 4WDs in the car park. 11am-9pm $$

Miena Hotel: Cold beers, hearty grub, friendly locals and a roaring fire welcome many a weary traveller. 11am-9pm $$

Derwent Bridge Wilderness Hotel: Favourite post-Overland pig-out, the steaks are everything you’ve been fantasising. 11.30am-8pm $$

Man O’ Ross Hotel: All pub classics faithfully reproduced in an inn once referred to as ‘Temptation’. 11.30am-10pm Wed-Thu & Sun, to midnight Fri-Sat $$


Ross Bridge

Enigmatic sandstone carvings

This much-photographed historic sandstone bridge dating from 1836 is Tasmania’s second-oldest. Built by convicts James Colbeck and Daniel Herbert (who gained their freedom for their efforts) the bridge is adorned with 186 enigmatic carvings that include famous (and infamous) people, animals, Celtic motifs and random objects including a cat-o’-nine-tails.
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Whisky Touring

Dram-hunting Down Under

The Midlands is home to some excellent distilleries that are worth hunting out.

In 2021, Lark acquired historic Shene Estate, some 16 hectares of fields and heritage buildings the size of a small village. Lark Distillery in Pontville is open for tastings from Wednesday to Sunday between 11am and 4pm, and 1pm tours are available from Friday to Sunday.

Why settle for a bottle when you can own your own cask? In the grand old 1842 Dysart Manor house at Old Kempton Distillery in Kempton, you can sample whisky flights, go on a tour (11am and 1.30pm daily), grab a feed or purchase a 20L tub of sunshine.

If you prefer your spirits clear, head west to Ouse where historic Lawrenny Estate backs onto the Derwent River whose waters permeate their products. While they do make limited release single malts, it’s the sparkling clear gins that have won awards.

The windmill-fronted Callington Mill in Oatlands now produces world-class single malt whiskies using cutting-edge technology. Come for a tour, a whisky flight, the excellent restaurant or a chance to blend your own signature whisky (10am to 4pm).


SHADOWS OF THE PAST

Next time you’re travelling the Midlands Hwy, bored out of your brain by the incessant single-lane roadworks, keep an eye out (well, not the driver!) for these 16 large silhouette sculptures adorning the hills and roadside verges between Tunbridge and Kempton. The project, by artists Folko Kooper and Maureen Craig, illustrates snippets of the road’s history, including stage coaches and bushrangers, convict chain gangs and a surveyor, and even a pack of thylacine (Tasmanian tigers). However the quirkiest two are the travelling hangman and a policeman wheeling a drunk in a wheelbarrow. Happy spotting.



Comfort Food in Wild Rivers, Lakes & Midlands

Great Lake General Store: Decent coffee, pies and toasties plus a good selection of camping and picnic supplies. 8am-6pm $

Bronte Park General Store: More trout flies than toasties but the latter are among the cheapest in Tasmania. 7.30am-5pm, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Sealeys Store: Nice pies, cold drinks and maybe a pressie for nana from this historic Bothwell corner shop. 10am-3pm Wed-Mon $

The Imbibers: Wine and cheese tasting flights and charcuterie will send you to your happy place. 11am-5pm Wed & Sun, to 8pm Thu, to 9pm Fri-Sat $




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Hobart

Astor Hotel $ Great old-world charm in this classic B&B right on Macquarie St where Tildy holds court. Clean rooms, shared bathrooms and continental breakfast.

Alabama Hotel $ Clean private rooms with shared bathrooms and a funky on-site terrace bar bang in the middle of the CBD.

Montacute Bunkhouse $ Award-winning backpackers with a choice of small dorms, mixed or same-sex, in a lovely building. Shared bathrooms.

Richmond Caravan Park $ Powered and shady unpowered sites with some on-site one- and two-bedroom cabins, 1.5km from town.

The Lodge $$ Lovely period rooms (all with en suites) in a heritage mansion on Elizabeth St come with increasing levels of comfort.

The Old Woolstore $$ Converted warehouse close to the waterfront has comfortable rooms and the SkyBus stop right outside.

Customs House Hotel $$ Excellent location across from the waterfront, this historic pub has a choice of modern renovated rooms with differing views.

Grosvenor Court $$ Self-contained, tastefully renovated one-, two- and three-bedroom apartments just behind the shops in Sandy Bay.

Hadley’s Orient Hotel $$$ Not your sterile five-star, Hobart’s ‘grand old dame’ has well-appointed, individualistic Victorian-era rooms and superb staff.

MACq 01 $$$ Built to resemble an ageing maritime shed, the views across Sullivan Cove and towards kunanyi are stunning. Not so much the street on the other side.

Henry Jones Art Hotel $$$ In the restored IXL Jam Factory overlooking Victoria Dock you’ll rub shoulders with revolving art exhibitions. Rooms are suitably extravagant.

Sullivans Cove Apartments $$$ Several waterfront locations. Historic Gibson’s Flour Mill rooms are the most interesting with exposed beams and a killer location.
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Launceston

The Dragonfly Inn $$ Elevated views and decor blending traditional style with colourful and contemporary art features at this heritage-listed mansion in West Launceston.

Rosevears Hotel $$ This modern spin on a traditional country pub in Rosevears offers comfortable self-contained units elevated on an adjacent hillside with river views.

Kurrajong House $$ Housed in a handsome 1879 residence, this well-run B&B has five rooms and a self-contained cottage in the former stables.

The Florance $$$ Elevated above leafy City Park, The Florance is one of Launceston’s most stylish, luxury B&Bs. Breakfast is enjoyed in a sunlit conservatory.

East Coast

Branxholm Lodge $ Well-priced lodge targeting mountain bikers within the former Branxholm Primary School, 7km southwest of Derby. Shared kitchen and laundry facilities.

The Surfside $$ Craft beers, burgers and beds is the relaxing combo on offer at this re-energised 1970s motel, 12km south of St Helens at Beaumaris.

Bicheno by the Bay $$ Self-contained motel units, new waterfront units and cosy A-frame chalets arrayed in a bushy setting. Shared facilities include a pool, tennis court and communal fire pit.

Freycinet Holiday Houses $$$ Options all around the East Coast region ranging from couple-friendly cottages through to self-contained digs for travelling families.

Bay of Fires Bush Retreat $$$ Boutique bell tent accommodation enlivened by birdsong in a forested setting a few minutes from Binalong Bay.

Cradle & takayna/Tarkine

Blake’s Manor $$ Enthusiastic and friendly owners offer plenty of local Deloraine information at this historic B&B with self-contained suites.

Blackwood Park Cottages $$ Six comfortable self-contained cottages, some constructed of 19th-century sandstone, feature on a working farm and truffle orchard at Mole Creek.

The Grand on Macfie $$ Six elegant bedrooms and views over Devonport are highlights of this B&B located in a mansion dating from 1899.

The Crays $$ A range of self-contained accommodation spread across three different locations around Strahan. Friendly owners Mick and Prue have lots of local info.

Cradle Mountain Wilderness Village $$$ Secreted in the bush, CMWV’s self-contained cabins are comfortable and well-equipped. The on-site Hellyer’s Restaurant serves excellent food.

Risby Cove $$$ Studios and suites feature kitchenettes and comfortable beds. Look forward to good views back towards Strahan’s waterfront, and a popular on-site restaurant.

The South

Mt Field Campground $ Powered and unpowered sites along the pretty Tyenna River within cooee of the visitor centre.

Poet’s Ode $$ Self-contained cottage on a bush-block in Longley surrounded by wildlife. Includes breakfast, complimentary hamper with vino and the outdoor Donkey Cinema.

Giants’ Table & Cottages $$ Lovely restored, self-contained workers cottages in Maydena near a pond frequented by platypus.

Huon Bush Retreats $$ A range of options from tent sites to eco-cabins and glamped teepees on this beautiful private nature reserve 7km from Ranelagh.

43 Degrees $$$ Unique, well-appointed ‘aircraft-hangar’ spa studios at the northern end of Adventure Bay beach with verandahs and impeccable eco credentials.

Stewarts Bay Lodge $$$ Self-contained log cabins in different sizes with bush or water views next to Port Arthur.

Wild Rivers, Lakes & Midlands

Lake St Clair Tourist Park $ Bunkhouse accommodation behind the Lake St Clair visitor centre with shared amenities and random campsites.

Derwent Bridge Chalets & Studios $$ These self-contained, self-catering cabins on the highway near the roadhouse are the best choice in town.

Central Highlands Lodge $$ These cosy, well-appointed cabins behind the Miena Hotel are a welcome refuge from the elements.

Cupids Nest $$ Quaint ye olde c 1830s sandstone cottage in the main street of Ross complete with a four-poster bed and lovely rear courtyard.

Pumphouse Point $$$ Exclusive and exquisite, this is the place to contemplate the Lake St Clair through floor to ceiling windows by a raging fire with a glass of Moët.

Ratho Farm $$$ Mixture of old convict buildings and barns renovated into rooms and cabins of various capacities on this beautiful, historic farm/golf course outside of Bothwell.






Adelaide & South Australia
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WINE, WILDERNESS AND FESTIVAL FUN


South Australia honours its sunny, fertile terrain with a thriving culinary culture, producing age-worthy wines and an inspired festival calendar.
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Ease your way into South Australia (SA), an ancient land of sun-soaked contrast. Some see the landscape as extreme, others as balanced; either way, from the arid outback to the vine-lined valleys, you’ll find escapes and adventures aplenty.

Removed from Australia’s eastern seaboard hustle, the driest state in the planet’s driest inhabited continent cools its heels by savouring life’s pleasures: sophisticated cuisine, vibrant festivals and SA’s most famous export, wine. Adelaide stands among the great wine capitals of the world, producing 80% of Australia’s premium drops, with over 340 cellar doors sprinkled across 18 picturesque wine regions.

Beyond the vineyards, the state has an exhibition of postcard-perfect backdrops. Explore Kangaroo Island’s protected wilderness parks, vast frontier panoramas on the Yorke and Eyre peninsulas, ancient ochre peaks of the Flinders Ranges, the citrus-streaked plains that line the Murray River, and the Limestone Coast’s windswept caverns. Amid these natural wonders, Adelaide is recognised for its innovative festivals and forward-thinking ideals.

South Australia has long upheld its progressive values: sanctioning trade unions in 1876, empowering women for parliamentary roles in 1894, trailblazing women’s suffrage and becoming the first Australian state to ban racial and gender discrimination, legalise abortion and decriminalise same-sex relations. Today, the region stands at the forefront of zero-emissions wind and solar power, with a world-leading average share of renewables in its energy grid.
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THE MAIN AREAS

ADELAIDE

Year-round festival hub.

ADELAIDE HILLS

Leafy walks and cool-climate wines.

FLEURIEU PENINSULA

Historic coastal towns and wineries.

KANGAROO ISLAND

Wild, untouched beachscapes.

BAROSSA VALLEY

Internationally celebrated wine region.

PORT LINCOLN

Eyre Peninsula’s seafood haven.

FLINDERS RANGES

Ancient adventure-ready ranges.

COOBER PEDY

Desert opal-mining mecca.





Find Your Way


A large state in the heart of a colossal continent, South Australia’s communities scatter across vast distances. However, much of the action can be found in the southeast, within two hours of Adelaide.
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Plan Your Days


Adelaide’s jam-packed festival calendar beckons throughout the year. In between celebrations, uncover the state’s vibrant wine regions, coastal communities and wilderness reserves.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Roll into Adelaide in early autumn as the weather mellows and the festivities kick off. Grab breakfast at the Adelaide Central Market before riding the free tram to North Terrace for a late-morning amble through whichever museum catches your eye.

• Venture to the neighbouring Adelaide Hills for a delightful winery tour or get your blood pumping on a leafy walking trail, finishing at fauna-filled Cleland Wildlife Park.

• Back in Adelaide, soak in the festival vibes at one of the Mad March evening shows. Book a comedy gig, take in some theatre or boogie to world music.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Pick up a picnic at the Central Market and take in North Terrace, then devour your bounty in the nearby Botanic Garden. Spend sweltering afternoons by the beach or cooler days exploring the Hills. City festivals and restaurants await in the evening.

• On the second day, travel north to tour the shiraz-loving Barossa or riesling-rich Clare Valley, soaking in the grape-covered countryside.

• Continuing north on day three, discover gorgeous bushwalking and mountain bike trails at Mt Remarkable or drive further for the red earth and saw-toothed peaks of Ikara-Flinders Ranges National Park.




If You Have More Time

• You can’t rush Kangaroo Island; spend a few days beach-hopping and gawking at its untamed beauty. Beforehand, stock up on supplies on the Fleurieu Peninsula, grab a few bottles of McLaren Vale’s finest and immerse yourself in the quirky d’Arenberg Cube. The Fleurieu’s coastal parks are lush, sandy and often steep, requiring a full day of sweaty exploration.

• If you have longer, test your boots on the 74km Wild South Coast Way. Further east, the migratory haven Coorong National Park bridges the Fleurieu and the Limestone Coast wineries, with water-bound tours departing from Goolwa.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SA is known for its hot, dry summers, though evening sea breezes provide relief. Mild weather graces autumn and spring, while winter’s frost impacts the vineyards.

JANUARY TO FEBRUARY

Shift inland from the beach to watch the world’s best cyclists compete in the Tour Down Under.
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MARCH

Milder nights bring a collision of arts festivals: Adelaide Fringe, Adelaide Festival and WOMADelaide.
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APRIL

Pick your favourite wine-growing region and join the jubilant locals celebrating the end of another vintage season.
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MAY

Indulge your taste buds at Tasting Australia, with culinary exhibitions popping up in Victoria Sq and across the wine regions.
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JUNE

Prepare to muddy your wheels at the MTB-crazed Fat Tyre Festival in Melrose.
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SEPTEMBER

As temperatures warm and spring wildflowers blossom, late September brings ideal conditions for Adelaide Hills hiking.
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OCTOBER

Shucking blades are at the ready for the Ceduna Oysterfest, held over the long Labour Day weekend.
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Adelaide

FESTIVAL HUB | FOODIE CULTURE | BEACH DAYS
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While Australia’s eastern states compare the size and scale of their capital cities, Adelaide quietly maintains its rhythm without fuss or fanfare. Often dubbed Australia’s ‘big country town’, the city’s cultured and casual self-image gestures towards the days of free colonisation. Adelaidians may highlight their convict-free past, but the stuffy, conservative origins of the ‘City of Churches’ proved more inhibitive than progressive. Adelaide’s vibe has shifted over the last decade, however, breathing life into the riverbank precinct, bolstering their festival calendar and energising the city’s laneways with chic bars and multicultural restaurants.

Adelaide’s reimagining extends beyond its park-encircled city centre, where suburban storehouses have been converted into quirky cafes and accessibility has improved along its coast. Despite the metropolitan development, Adelaide’s compact grid-like layout retains its speedy commute times – provided you catch a string of green lights – serving as an all-conveniences hub for exploring wider South Australia.


GETTING AROUND

Transport options from Adelaide Airport include rental cars, taxis, Ubers and Metro buses. Metro cards can be purchased with coins, notes and Eftpos from the vending machine located at the pick-up zone. Adelaide’s air-conditioned bus fleet reaches much of the metro sprawl, running from roughly 6am to midnight. Trains service the north and south, while the iconic tram links the CBD to Glenelg on the west coast. Adelaide is ideal for cycling.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Adelaide Oval

2 Art Gallery of South Australia

3 South Australian Museum

SIGHTS

4 Adelaide Botanic Gardens

5 Adelaide Zoo

6 Australian Space Discovery Centre

7 Bradman Collection

8 National Wine Centre of Australia

9 State Library of South Australia

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Adelaide Kaurna Walking Tour

11 Captain Jolleys Paddle Boats

12 Popeye

see 1 RoofClimb Adelaide Oval

EATING

13 Adelaide Pho

14 Africola

15 AURORA

16 Bakery on O’Connell

17 Golden Boy

18 Herringbone

19 Lucia’s Pizza & Spaghetti Bar

20 Osteria Oggi

21 Plant 4

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22 Baddog Bar

23 Bank Street Social

see 21 Bowden Brewing Company

24 Hellbound

25 Jennie Wine Bar

26 Mary’s Poppin

27 Memphis Slim’s House of Blues

28 My Lover Cindi

29 Vault 91

ENTERTAINMENT

30 Moonlight Cinema

31 Tasting Australia

SHOPPING

see 19 Central Market
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Enjoy complimentary public transport through the CBD by utilising the tram zone between stops at South Tce, Adelaide Entertainment Centre, Festival Plaza and the Botanic Gardens. Access free city loop buses 99A and 99C on weekdays and routes connecting North Adelaide 98A and 98C throughout the week.



Riverside Soujourn

Exploring Adelaide’s River Torrens

Flowing through the heart of Adelaide, the River Torrens (Karrawirra Parri) has played a pivotal role in shaping the city. Bordering the north of the CBD (central business district), the riverbank precinct is a lawn-lined landmark, entwined with Adelaide’s settlement history and the enduring heritage of the Kaurna people for over 45,000 years. Enjoy a serene 45-minute stroll between Adelaide Zoo and Bonython Park’s boating lakes; a 30-minute splash on Captain Jolleys Paddle Boats over weekends and holidays; or a 45-minute sightseeing cruise on the ageless Popeye, leaving from the Elder Park landing. To explore further, the River Torrens Linear Park Trail spans a peaceful 33km from the hills to the sea. You can pick up a set of electric wheels at Cit-E-Bike on Whitmore Sq.


Aesthetic Athletics

Experiencing the historic Adelaide Oval

Fringed by stately Morten Bay fig trees to the north and lauded as the world’s prettiest cricket ground, Adelaide Oval hosts events and cricket and Australian Football League (AFL) matches year-round. Discover the Bradman Collection and heritage-listed treasures on a 90-minute guided tour through the stadium, and visit during a domestic cricket match to witness the historic scoreboard’s hand-powered operation in full swing. For a unique experience, ascend 50m above the hallowed turf with RoofClimb Adelaide Oval, catching 360° views from the stadium’s colossal roof scallops.
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SIGHTS

1 Adelaide Dolphin Sanctuary

2 National Railway Museum

see 2 South Australian Aviation Museum

3 South Australian Maritime Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Adelaide Scuba

see 1 Adventure Kayaking SA

see 3 Port River Cruises

5 Stand Up Paddle SA

6 TreeClimb Adelaide

SLEEPING

7 Earthship Ironbank

8 Largs Pier Hotel

9 Sequoia Lodge

10 Woodhouse Adventure Park

EATING

11 Bandit Pizza and Wine

12 Bottega Gelateria

13 Coffee Institute

14 Corner Store Cafe

15 Karma and Crow

see 2 La Popular Taqueria

16 Parwana Afghan Kitchen

17 Pony and Cole

18 Sotos Fish Shop

19 The Seller Door

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Ambra Spirits

21 Big Shed Brewing Concern

22 Earl of Leicester

23 Imperial Measures

24 Little Bang Brewing Company

see 2 Pirate Life Brewing

25 Threefold Distilling

SHOPPING

26 Spier & Wright



Panda-monium at the Adelaide Zoo

See all your favourite wildlife

Nestled within the northeast Park Lands, Adelaide Zoo is home to over 250 animals, thriving within eight hectares of Australia’s second-oldest zoo. Enjoy daily feeding sessions, a farm nursery, reptile houses, free on-the-hour walking tours (10am–3pm) and meet-the-keeper encounters with resident tigers, lions, sea lions, penguins and orangutans.

The headliners are the adorable Wang Wang and Fu Ni, the southern hemisphere’s only breeding pair of giant pandas. After 14 years in residence, the zoo aims to extend their loan from the Chinese government beyond 2024. Don’t miss behind-the-scenes experiences on Wednesdays and weekends from 8.30am.

SA’s Culinary Centre

Taste your way through the Central Markets

In the heart of the CBD, the Adelaide Central Market is the city’s culinary pulse, striped with 70 stalls and dining gems that promise a sensory feast. Open Tuesday through Saturday, it’s a lively blend of tradition and evolution, showcasing local artisans, seasonal produce, locally caught seafood, sweets and ready-to-eat treats. Sit down for a leisurely meal or assemble a delightful picnic basket. Next door, Chinatown adds to the allure with its vibrant mix of Asian eateries along Gouger St.

Canopy Climbs

Scale Adelaide’s lofty gums

Within the leafy embrace of the southern Adelaide Park Lands, TreeClimb Adelaide weaves an enthralling web of elevated log-walks, rope ladders and zip lines among the city’s lofty treescapes. With 72 obstacles over eight routes, including a course for climbers 100cm or taller, these 80-minute aerial adventures test your strength and nerves in a safe environment. Venturing south? Reignite your inner Tarzan at TreeClimb Kuitpo Forest’s 59 obstacles. It’s less than an hour from the city.


WELCOME TO KAURNA COUNTRY

The expansive Adelaide Plains are Country of the Kaurna (pronounced gar-na) people, extending far to the north and south, and between the hills and ocean to the east and west. At the core of their ancestral lands, the area encompassing the city and parklands, referred to as Tarntanya (Red Kangaroo Place), bloomed as an open grassy expanse before South Australia’s settlement in 1836.

Like the rest of Australia, colonisation irreversibly shaped the world of Adelaide’s indigenous population. Over recent decades, a Kaurna cultural resurgence has focused on reviving their language. This is evident in Adelaide through public art and dual place names, notably in the city’s parks, squares, and the River Torrens.



Eating in Adelaide: Our Picks

Africola: A South African restaurant specialising in gourmet BBQ and generous banquets, housed in an East Terrace bluestone. 6-11pm $$

Herringbone: Refined but relaxed eatery delivering seasonal farm-to-fork menus. 6-11pm Tue-Thu, noon-2.30pm & 6-11pm Fri & Sat $$

Osteria Oggi: Modern Italian preparing fresh pasta and sweets; the dining cellar is wrapped in an award-winning fit-out. 11.30am-11.30pm $$

AURORA: Seasonal share plates and curated tasting experiences, with profits supporting local artists. 6-9pm Wed & Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat $$$

Bakery on O’Connell: One of the rare bakehouses upholding SA’s proud pie floater tradition. open 24/7 $

Lucia’s Pizza & Spaghetti Bar: Staple for nostalgic Italian, perfect for a mid-shop refuel. 7am-5pm Mon-Thu, to 9pm Fri, to 3pm Sat $

Adelaide Pho: No-frills Vietnamese dishing out steaming bowls of soul-warming broth and authentic flavours. 11am-3pm & 5-9pm $

Golden Boy: A vibrant Thai hotspot with lively communal tables and cosy booths. 6-11pm Mon-Sat, from noon Wed-Fri $$

Adelaide’s Cultural Heartbeat

Discover North Terrace

Among the four perimeter roads marking Adelaide’s CBD grid, North Terrace is by far the busiest. To its west lies the Royal Adelaide Hospital, the SAMHRI building (aka ‘The Cheesegrater’), university campuses, the convention centre, the railway station and the parliament house. East of King William St, meanwhile, the tree-lined boulevard buzzes with culture, history and innovation.

If politics and sociology are your deal, the State Library of South Australia hosts the Centre of Democracy inside the Italianate-style Institute Building. Open daily, the compact yet detailed free exhibition explores women’s suffrage, voting for equality, land rights and the controversies and challenges that have shaped Australian democracy.

Next door, the free South Australian Museum has five evolutionary-rich floors that cover megafauna, prehistoric fossils and intrepid Antarctic journeys, plus an 11m-long giant squid and the mighty frame of a sperm whale skeleton. The museum’s centrepiece is the two-storey Australian Aboriginal Cultures Gallery, showcasing over 3000 priceless cultural items from the world’s largest collection of Aboriginal artefacts. The museum collaborates closely with communities to ensure respectful and appropriate use.

Continuing east, carve out a few peaceful hours to roam the halls of the Art Gallery of South Australia. Established in 1881, the gallery is home to one of the country’s largest and most accessible art collections. In 1939, the venue broke ground as the first Australian art museum to procure works by an Aboriginal artist. Today, the space blends traditional and contemporary First Nations art along with 47,000 permanent works spanning Australia, Asia, Europe and North America.

Crossing Frome Rd, astrophiles should search out the Australian Space Discovery Centre at Lot Fourteen. Leave a flexible hour to orbit this small but mighty space-age command.
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WHY I LOVE ADELAIDE
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Josh West, Lonely Planet writer

Growing up in the languid rhythms of the Australian countryside, I appreciate a city that hums rather than shouts. Adelaide balances urban comforts with unfettered access to leafy bushwalks, pristine coastlines and Australia’s leading wine regions. It’s no secret that the city took a little while to grease its wheels, but it’s now rolling. Even after a decade of growth, largely thanks to relaxed licensing laws in 2013 and the emergence of 150 fresh-faced city venues, Adelaide has retained its humility, community and accessibility. For a country kid, it’s rare that a city doesn’t feel at least a little stifling. But Adelaide offers a sense of freedom, making it just as easy to leave as it is to return.



Drinking in Adelaide: City Speakeasies

Bank Street Social: Brick bunker off Bank St featuring SA wines and beers, Australian gins and whiskies, and Friday night DJs. hours vary

Memphis Slim’s House of Blues: Blues and roots basement venue, pouring American beers and bourbon cocktails. hours vary

Hellbound: Unpretentious Rundle St wine cellar stocking an extensive list of by-the-glass pours and bottles. 4-11pm Tue-Thu, to 1.30am Fri & Sat

Baddog Bar: Hidden Hyde St dive bar, with whiskies, gins, leather-clad booths and grungy Friday gigs. If the light’s on, head on in. hours vary




Adelaide Kaurna Walking Trail
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The self-guided Adelaide Kaurna Walking Trail surveys the River Torrens (Karrawirra Parri) and surrounds, reflecting on Kaurna life before and after European settlement. Pick up the Kaurna miyurna, Kaurna yarta tampinthi walking trail guide from the Adelaide Visitor Information Centre for detailed site descriptions. Note that several sites have been excluded from this walk as they are best explored individually. Start at 1 Adelaide Festival Centre Plaza, taking in the five stone elements of the Kaurna Reconciliation sculpture. Cross over King William Rd and towards the 2 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander War Memorial bronze statue, depicting First Nations war veterans. Head north to the banks of the River Torrens, then through the King William Rd underpass, admiring the 3 ‘You are standing on Kaurna Land’ tiled mural. You’ll soon see the 4 Talking our way home origami boat installation floating on the Torrens accompanied by a shore-based inscription, developed in collaboration with the Kaurna Language Committee. Continuing west, the towering 5 Adelaide Oval stadium will appear on the opposite bank. The 6 memorial headstone of Kaurna Elder and reconciliation advocate Doris May Graham will appear on your left in Elder Park, while 7 Tarntanya Wama (Pinky Flat), the site of Aboriginal camps until the early 1900s, emerges beyond the footbridge on the northern bank. Once you pass Morphett St Bridge, note the scars in the 8 karra (red gums), remnants of bark removal for creating traditional carvings. Crossing to the north bank via the Torrens Weir, 9 Pirltawardli (brush-tailed possum home) commemorates the Kaurna people who lived at SA’s first mission here in 1839.




Urban Eden

Relishing Adelaide’s botanic gardens

At the east end of North Terrace, a pair of heritage wrought-iron gates leads to the Adelaide Botanic Gardens. Venture into the Victorian-era palm house, admire the gigantic Victoria amazonica in the water-lily pavilion or stroll above the tropical lowland rainforest in the Bicentennial Conservatory. In summer, head through the northern gates to the beanbag-lined Botanic Park for star-lit flicks at Moonlight Cinema.

Adjacent to the Gardens, the National Wine Centre of Australia delivers an interpretive and educational trip through 55 of the country’s wine regions. Pre-booked tours, tastings and masterclasses explore rare and innovative releases in Australia’s largest wine cellar.

Mad March

Adelaide’s creative festivals collide

Condensing Australia’s premier performing arts festivals into a single month might seem excessive, but this strategy has effectively diffused Adelaide’s sleepy stereotype. Mad March heralds a citywide shift, bursting to life with world music, theatre, comedy and visual artists. Mercifully, the Adelaide 500 – Australia’s largest annual multiday car race – now runs in November.

Kicking off festivities from mid-February, Adelaide Fringe is the second-largest arts festival in the world. Offbeat, surprising and utterly hilarious, it features comedians, children’s performances, musicians and cabaret and circus routines across hundreds of shows over an entertaining month. The city’s northeast parklands host a pair of dynamic venue hubs – Gluttony and the Garden of Unearthly Delights – while other quirky event spaces sprawl across the city. Consider proximity if scheduling back-to-back gigs.

Come early March, Adelaide Festival engages with world-class international and Australian dance, drama, opera, literature and theatre performances. It’s widely considered the highlight of Australia’s performing arts calendar, attracting top-tier talent and cultural experiences from around the globe. A fan favourite, Writers’ Week provides a free platform for authors and readers to connect and exchange ideas.

Enveloped by Botanic Park’s iconic Moreton Bay Figs, WOMADelaide is one of Australia’s best music parties. A celebration of global flavours and rhythms, the event attracts multilingual musicians and performers from around the globe. Perfect for young families and the modern-minded, the four-day festival draws over 100,000 revellers each March.
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PUTTIN’ ON THE FRITZ

Isolated in the centre of the continent, SA, its colonial heritage linked to freely settled German and British immigrants, has developed a distinct vocabulary and phonology. For example, the term ‘fritz’, a processed meat believed to be the invention of a Lobethal butcher of the same name, is only used in SA. Ordering at the bar can get confusing, too. The three main beer sizes are 285ml ‘schooners’ (pots or middies elsewhere in Australia; 10oz), 425ml ‘pints’ (schooners elsewhere; 15oz) and 568ml ‘imperial pints’ (traditional English pints; 20oz). Adding to their unique flair, South Aussies sprinkle their speech with a broad ‘A’, breaking from the typical Australian flat vowels, reminiscent of the rounded twang in words like dance, plant or graph.



Eating in Adelaide: Suburban Brunch

Corner Store Cafe: Classic cafe serving Asian-inspired dishes in inner-east Dulwich. 7.30am-2.30pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Pony and Cole: Quirky, innovative menu in a refurbed storehouse in Hindmarsh. 7.30am-3.30pm Mon-Fri, 8.30am-2.30pm Sat & Sun $$

Karma and Crow: Converted warehouse, delivering creative menus, plant nursery and bottle shop. 7am-3.30pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Coffee Institute: Walkerville institution peddling the northeast’s best breakfasts, burgers, bagels and coffee. 7am-3pm Mon-Sat $$

Rest of the Fest

Embracing Adelaide’s events calendar

The city’s festival scene doesn’t stop for breath, filling South Australia’s social calendar with a stream of events. Adelaide squeezes into its torso-hugging lycra in February as the Tour Down Under wheels in for the first race of the UCI WorldTour. Men’s and women’s cyclists sweat it out over six stages, pedalling the valleys and peaks of the Adelaide Hills, McLaren Vale, Barossa and Fleurieu Peninsula.

Based centrally in Victoria Sq, Tasting Australia is the country’s longest-running foodie festival. Each May, gastronomic galleries pop up throughout the city and the surrounding wine regions, delivering masterclasses, demonstrations, talks and plenty of savour-worthy flavours.

June brings the much-loved Adelaide Cabaret Festival, lighting up stages across the city. Global talents strut their stuff for three weeks, spotlighting classic and cutting-edge cabaret styles. Expect a vibrant showcase of singers, satirical minds and storytellers.

Adelaide honours Australia’s relationship with its northern neighbours at OzAsia Festival in October. The nation’s largest gathering of Asian and Asian Australian artists features contemporary arts, cultural conversations and free family activities, including the Lucky Dumpling Market and the Moon Lantern Trail.

Adelaide’s sparkles for two weeks through November with the LGBTIQ+ arts and culture Feast Festival. Championing queer conversations, comedy, dance parties, cabaret and drag amid a lively carnival atmosphere, it’s a show of identity and advocacy within Adelaide’s queer community. For year-round fiesta vibes, pop into Mary’s Poppin off Synagogue Place on Friday and Saturday nights. For low-key scenes, check out My Lover Cindi on Pirie St.
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ADELAIDE’S EMERGING BAR SCENE
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Alex Kelly, the venue manager at Stem, names his top choices to tap into Adelaide’s glut of cool bars and restaurants. @stemadelaide

In the city, perennial hotspots Leigh St and Peel St have more places than I can name, but Jennie Wine Bar offers unbeatably relaxed vibes and an impressive international wine selection. Lesser known Vault 91 on Currie St is a personal favourite and has a chic lobby with an enviable wine list. South of the CBD, King William Rd has several fantastic spots. Spier & Wright is a must for whisky and gin – as importers, they’ve amassed quite the range. Beer lovers should head to the Earl of Leicester in Parkside. They have a suite of rotating taps, and their schnitzels are unbeatable.



Eating in Adelaide: Beachside Bites

Bottega Gelateria: Adelaide’s best gelato, with outlets in Henley Beach and Glenelg. Try the salted pecan and maple. hours vary $

Sotos Fish Shop: Widely considered Adelaide’s best seaside chippy, this Semaphore staple heaves on weekends – consider pre-ordering. hours vary $

The Seller Door: Buzzy cafe serving all-day brunch, juice, gluten-free snacks and the best coffee along Brighton’s Jetty Rd. 7am-3pm $$

Largs Pier Hotel: Largs Bay’s art deco icon is still dutifully feeding, hydrating and providing beds for beachgoers 140 years on. 7am-9pm $$


BIRTHPLACE OF AUSTRALIAN GIN

[image: jpg]

Mar Farreras from Kangaroo Island Spirits provides insights into the gin industry. @kangarooislandspirits

South Australia is a foundational pillar of the country’s gin industry. The Barossa Valley is its beating heart, yielding a delicate grape-based ethanol that pairs flawlessly with the state’s native botanicals. From new inclusions – oyster shells by Never Never Distilling Co and local fruit by Threefold Distilling – to modern extraction methods through vacuum distillation by Brighter Later, SA leads the way. Whether visiting upbeat, music-rich city-based distilleries, like Imperial Measures or Ambra Spirits, or ferrying across Backstairs Passage to the country’s first dedicated distillery, Kangaroo Island Spirits, there are plenty of options.



Drinking in Adelaide: Urban Breweries

Pirate Life Brewing: Microbrewery turned Port Adelaide powerhouse with 24 brews on tap and pub bites. 11am-10pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

Little Bang Brewing Company: Taproom in Stepney slinging pub grub with spirits, wine and a ridiculous variety of craft beer. hours vary

Big Shed Brewing: You guessed it – a big shed with big beer. The gregarious Royal Park taphouse has award-winning ales and American fare. hours vary

Bowden Brewing Company: Brewpub pushing new boundaries alongside hoppy regulars, next door to foodie hub Plant 4. hours vary




Help me Pick:


Adelaide Beaches


Set along the St Vincent Gulf, Adelaide’s beachscape unfurls along the city’s western coast, rolling down the northern edge of the Fleurieu Peninsula. Despite a wealth of sandy bays, concealed coves and historic ports, these shores are heavily underrated. The beaches here are less about popularity and pretence, and instead focus on experiences that reflect South Australia’s laid-back personality. All are within an hour of the city by car.


Where to sip if you love…

Heritage Icons

9 Semaphore Art deco architecture is showcased along the town’s boulevard, fronted with pubs and secondhand boutiques. On the esplanade, the heritage Fort Glanville railway threads south, and the 100-year-old Palais Hotel rises from the dunes, tempting beachgoers with refreshing sundowners.

8 Port Willunga A coastal time capsule, where pylons from the old jetty peek through the sand (pictured), cliffside caves whisper tales of sea-worn fishermen and the Star of Greece shipwreck harbours adventures for curious divers.

[image: jpg]
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Accessibility

3 Glenelg Affectionately dubbed ‘the Bay,’ Adelaide’s foremost beachfront offers Jetty Rd’s shopping precinct, a vast sandy shoreline, cafe culture and a vibrant bar scene, all a 40-minute tram trundle from the city.

5 Henley Beach The epitome of coastal chic in Adelaide, Henley Sq is an all-ages hub wreathed by open-air eateries, wooden seating and manicured lawns, perfect for sea-gazing.

Underwater Discoveries

2 Christies Beach Venturing onto the Fleurieu Peninsula, Christies has both beginner-friendly shallows and more immersive waters south at Witton Bluff Reef, where sea urchins and rock crabs nestle between the coral.

7 Port Noarlunga Set against the pier’s historic jetty and red sandstone cliffs, Port Noarlunga Reef ranks among the state’s most celebrated snorkelling sites. Plan your dive at low tide for the best views of the reserve’s 250+ species.

Getting a Sweat Up

1 Brighton A well-trod foreshore where residents huff and puff beneath the shady embrace of Norfolk Island pines. Out on the water, paddleboarders kiss the summer swells, mirroring scenes at neighbouring Seacliff and Somerton Park.

4 Hallett Cove Pull on your runners for a 10km-return rocky clifftop boardwalk between Marino and Hallett Cove Conservation Park. Demonstrating signs of ancient Permian glaciation, the site captures Australia’s ice age 280 million years ago. Check out the iridescent ‘Sugarloaf’ rock formation at sunset.

A Full-Body Tan

6 Maslin Beach Opened in 1975, Maslin’s made history as Australia’s first nudist beach. At its southern entrance, a discrete car park with beach access sheltered by a steepling sandstone cliff presents a secluded hideaway for getting your kit off.
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HOW TO

When to go With mild shoulder seasons, Adelaide’s coastline comes alive from October to April, once the sun has warmed the Southern Ocean waves.

How to get there Most of Adelaide’s beaches are well-connected via public transport and cycling routes, but a car provides easier access to quieter locations.

Before you go Check the weather forecast, including UV levels, temperature and the likelihood of rain.

Cheap eats With free BBQs lining the coast, a beach trip can be an affordable day out. Pack in, pack out and don’t burn the snags!



DIY or Guided Tour

Adelaide’s beaches are an excellent resource for planning beach days. Destinations include galleries and museums, parks and reserves, and heritage sites. Patrolled beach timetables can be found at beachsafe.org.au/sa.

Opting for a bike ride along the Coast Park Path is the easiest way to explore Adelaide’s northern coastline in full. Hugging the shores, this flat paved trail threads through revegetation zones and beachside boroughs, including Semaphore, Henley Beach, Glenelg and Brighton. Around 20km northwest of the city centre, the northern trailhead is a 500m cycle from the Outer Harbor train terminus, while 32km south, services return to the city via Marino Rocks Station. Adelaide’s trains welcome bicycles, though you will need to buy a concession fare during peak hours. Alternatively, Spinway Adelaide has self-service stations at West Beach, Glenelg and Brighton.

Adelaide Metro runs bus and train connections along the Fleurieu’s northern metropolitan beaches, though travel times can be impractical without a car. Nevertheless, the serene beauty and smaller crowds make them an inviting escape – consider spending a night in the nearby McLaren Vale wine region.




Sea, Air & Rail

Visiting Port Adelaide’s transit-rich museums

Conversations about Port Adelaide often veer locals towards expressing support or disdain for the suburb’s affiliated AFL football team. But there’s more to this northern neighbourhood than on-field rivalries. Among SA’s earliest settlements, ‘The Port’ presents an eclectic mix of maritime legacies and urban renewal, showcased through converted red-brick warehouses, emerging laneway eateries and a spread of heritage museums, open daily.

The South Australian Maritime Museum delves into the port’s seafaring past, housing Australia’s oldest nautical collection, dating back to 1872. Navigate three floors of salt-blessed instruments, shipwreck relics and busty figureheads, or join a free guided weekend tour at 11am and 2pm.

Trainspotters, make your way to the National Railway Museum. Stroll through steam engine cabs and lavish carriages, while educating yourself with interactive displays. The museum hosts 30-minute rides on the Semaphore to Fort Glanville Railway, rumbling along the coast on Sundays and public holidays from October to April.

Taking to the skies, the South Australian Aviation Museum preserves a collection of antique aircraft and aviation memorabilia. Roam the hangars in search of aviation history, explore the cabin of an Air Force carrier or book a guided cockpit experience.

Mangroves & Sea Mammals

Paddling Adelaide’s dolphin sanctuary

Beyond Port Adelaide’s industrial zone, the Adelaide Dolphin Sanctuary is a haven for around 40 bottlenosed residents. Balancing Port River’s urban expansion with the estuary’s delicate ecosystem, this serene marine park features 10,000-year-old mangrove forests, seagrass meadows, birdwatching and a haunting ship graveyard.

Adventure Kayaking SA runs daily guided paddling tours and has two-hour kayak and stand-up paddleboard hire from the Garden Island Boat Ramp. All kayakers must follow strict rules around marine mammals, including staying at least 50m from dolphins at all times.

For a less strenuous excursion, Port River Cruises offers 90-minute tours, departing McLaren Wharf at 9am, 11am, 1pm and 3pm daily, plus weekend twilight voyages between October and March.


ADELAIDE’S BEST NICHE FESTIVALS

Tarnathi

A three-month showcase of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art across Adelaide, sharing narratives through contemporary works in October.

Adelaide Guitar Festival

Featuring concerts, workshops and discussions, this September celebration echoes Adelaide’s UNESCO City of Music status.

SALA

The South Australian Living Artists Festival is a statewide visual art extravaganza featuring SA artists and pop-up galleries throughout August.

Illuminate Adelaide

Each July, the CBD radiates with innovative light installations from local and global artists, featuring free and ticketed events.

Bay to Birdwood

An October gathering of privately owned classic, vintage and veteran cars, offering a glimpse into Australia’s motoring heritage.



Eating in Adelaide: Suburban Dining

Parwana: Family-run Afghan restaurant plating up dumplings, dahls, chickpea curries and Adelaide’s best eggplant. hours vary $$

Plant 4: Bowden’s industrial-chic foodie hub hosts regular night markets and stylish global eateries with variety for all tastes. hours vary $$

Bandit Pizza and Wine: Smooth beats and cosy booths in inner-south Hyde Park, serving slices plus tasty Italian bites. 5-11pm $$

La Popular Taqueria: Go-to for Mexican tacos, plus imported tequila and mezcal in Port Adelaide. 5.30-9pm Tue-Fri, noon-2.30 & 5.30-9pm Sat $$




Adelaide Hills

FOOD & WINE | NATURE TRAILS | HISTORIC VILLAGES
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As Adelaide’s eastern suburbs dissolve into pockets of stringybarks and blue gums, the rolling inclines of the Adelaide Hills begin. Tucked within the folds of the Mt Lofty Ranges – the ancestral lands of the Peramangk and Kaurna people – this leafy landscape presents a welcome respite from the scorching summers of the Adelaide Plains.

A glorious canopy shields a network of walking trails, cycling paths and country back roads, winding between historic hamlets and sky-high lookouts. Early English colonists erected summer houses around Stirling and Aldgate, and many have been repurposed into vibrant pubs and lavish lodgings. Meanwhile, German immigrants escaping religious oppression shaped towns like Hahndorf and Lobethal, imparting European architecture and traditions while cultivating fruit orchards, olive groves and cool-climate vineyards across the undulating landscape. Less than half an hour from Adelaide’s city centre, the Hills beckon for a leisurely day trip, yet the temptation to stay the weekend is irresistible.


GETTING AROUND

Like many of South Australia’s regions, having your own car is the ideal way to explore. However, the Hills has several public transport routes, although few accommodate remote wineries and orchards. Adelaide Metro operates buses connecting the city to the key towns of Mt Barker, Stirling, Aldgate, Hahndorf, Oakbank, Woodside and Lobethal, while passing popular sites like Mt Lofty Summit and Cleland Wildlife Park. Cycle between Woodside and Mt Torrens on the 17km Amy Gillett Pathway.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 The Lane

SIGHTS

2 Beerenberg Strawberry Farm

3 Cleland National Park

4 Cleland Wildlife Park

5 Morialta Conservation Park

6 Mt Lofty Botanic Garden

7 National Motor Museum

8 The Cedars

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Bike About

10 Fox Creek Bike Park

11 Hahndorf Walking Tours

12 Waterfall Gully Track

13 Willabrand Orchard

SLEEPING

14 Stirling Hotel

EATING

15 Bridgewater Inn

16 The Scenic Hotel

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 Applewood Distillery

18 Golding Wines

19 Greenhill Wines

20 Grünthal Brew

21 Lot 100

22 Prancing Pony

23 Tilbrook Estate

24 Uraidla Hotel

INFORMATION

see 11 Adelaide Hills Visitor Information Centre

25 Mt Lofty Summit Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Expect to see a lot of lycra-clad bums as you pass through the Mt Lofty Ranges. Crowds of weekend cyclists tackle the tight, narrow slopes encompassing Norton Summit and Mt Lofty Old Freeway.



Handpicked Goodies

Harvest your own fruit

Savour Adelaide Hills’ seasonal flavours by plucking the juiciest sun-ripened fruit yourself. Take a behind-the-shed peek at your favourite farmgate produce, with opportunities to meet growers while enjoying the fruits of your labour.

The highly anticipated strawberry season spreads its charms from November through April at the family-owned Beerenberg Strawberry Farm. Load your baskets with ripe, luscious berries reaped straight from their patch in Hahndorf.

Cherry orchards come into harvest between mid-November and January, with over 20 orchards primed for pick-your-own opportunities or shed-door sales. The Summer Cherry Fest Map (cherriessa .com .au/ cherry -sales) is the ultimate guide for cherry aficionados.


In Houghton, the Willabrand Orchard at Glen Ewin Estate invites fig foragers from February to April. For one weekend in May, Pick a Pink Lady welcomes you to meet growers and handpick or purchase apples directly from Lenswood orchards. Check socials for event details.

Cool-Climate Vintages

Drinking in the Hills wine region

Unlike the robust reds shaped by the hot and dry climates of the Barossa Valley and McLaren Vale, Adelaide Hills’ mid-altitude slopes and reliable rainfall produce more complex vintages. Spanning a slender 70km corridor, Adelaide’s closest wine region features over 50 cellar doors nestled across its peaks, slopes and gullies, showcasing world-class sauvignon blanc and chardonnay stalwarts alongside elegant cool-climate shiraz and pinot.

It’s the Hills’ sustainable and biodynamic winemakers that have Australia’s wine community most intrigued. Since the early 2000s, this area has emerged as the heart of Australia’s natural wine movement, centred around the Basket Range subregion. Cellar door experiences here are scarce, but local labels Commune of Buttons, BK Wines, Gentle Folk, Lucy M Wines, and The Other Right are available at the Tank – Uraidla Hotel’s water tank-turned-wine bar.

For a comprehensive list of the region’s wineries, head to adelaidehillswine.com.au or pick up the Adelaide Hills Cellar Door Guide brochure from the Adelaide Hills Visitor Information Centre in Hahndorf. Alternatively, taste the winemaking prowess at Winter Reds each July, with fire pits, warm blankets, and mulled wine spread across the region.

Sun-Dappled Trails

Hiking and biking in the Hills

The Adelaide Hills encompass a patchwork of conservation and national parks, sprawling gardens and forestry reserves, all within an hour of Adelaide’s CBD. Here, you’ll find trails suited for morning constitutionals, full-day pursuits and mountain bike adventures.

Starting at the top, Mt Lofty Summit Visitor Information Centre has info on local tracks and attractions. Nearby, get a sweat on the infamously steep three-hour 8km return Waterfall Gully Track, or enjoy a floriferous two hours strolling the 7km Mt Lofty Botanic Garden Loop.

Hugging the range’s western ridge, Morialta Conservation Park and Cleland National Park hold an array of intertwined walks through stringybark forests and hidden gorges, unveiling vistas over Adelaide and the distant shimmering Gulf St Vincent. The three-hour Morialta Gorge Three Falls circuit is the standout, looping around cascading waterfalls, ochre-stained clifftops and wildlife-rich scrub.

Heading north, Mt Crawford Forest in Cudlee Creek features a network of shared-use trails and camping options, plus South Australia’s mountain biking mecca, Fox Creek Bike Park. Bike hire is available from the upper car park kiosk (10am-4pm Sat & Sun).
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THE EARS OF A GIANT

Glancing southeast from Adelaide towards the hills, it’s possible to spot two major peaks rising from the range about 1km apart: Mt Lofty and Mt Bonython. Enshrined in Kaurna Dreaming, Yurrebilla marks these dual crests as ears of the ancestor–creator Nganno. According to legend, Nganno journeyed across Kaurna lands and, after sustaining fatal wounds in battle, laid down to die, his body forming what we now know as the Mt Lofty Ranges. Popular with ultra long-distance runners and tireless walkers, the Yurrebilla Trail follows this undulating ridgeline for 54km, linking five conservation parks with tree-lined footpaths, fire tracks and road reserves.



Eating in the Hills: Pub Grub

Stirling Hotel: Revamped Stirling icon balancing pub classics with regional cuisine. Five chic suites upstairs. 8am-9pm $$

Uraidla Hotel: Pairs earthy on-site produce with stone walls and bucolic decor. 11.30am-10pm Mon-Fri, 8.30am-11pm Sat & Sun $$

The Scenic Hotel: Enduring Norton Summit watering hole with a notable wine list and beer garden. noon-10.30pm Wed-Sat, to 9pm Sun $$

Bridgewater Inn: Grab a Bridgey Burger and a frosty pint and while away the afternoon in the beer garden fronting Cox Creek. 10am-10pm $$

Walk on the Wild Side

Get up close with Australian wildlife

Located in the centre of Cleland National Park, just 20 minutes from Adelaide’s CBD, Cleland Wildlife Park is a must for wildlife lovers. Some 130 native species call this 35-hectare reserve home, including western grey kangaroos, yellow-footed rock-wallabies, short-beaked echidnas, Tassie devils and southern hairy-nosed wombats. Daily keeper talks and public feeding sessions are included in your park ticket. For an intimate experience, there are paid reptile encounters (from noon) and breakfast with the birds (from 8am, October through April).

Also included in the entry fee is the chance to meet a koala (11-11.30am & 2-2.30pm). For a little extra, you can also pre-book a koala-holding experience in a highly regulated and safe environment, with keepers nearby to ensure animal safety. Note that holding a koala is a controversial practice, and this destination is among the few in Australia permitting it.

Hahndorf Heritage

Australia’s oldest German settlement

Embracing the title of Australia’s oldest surviving German settlement, Hahndorf trades heavily on its settler heritage. Despite the rise of a blossoming cafe and bar scene, the town’s Teutonic architecture, continental trees and traditional cuisine uphold its rich legacy.


Hahndorf Walking Tours runs short history-rich strolls, delivering behind-the-curtain insights into century-old cottages, churches and sandstone icons.

Just north of Hahndorf, colonial-style The Cedars, home to artist Sir Hans Heysen, traces the life, times and outback excursions of Australia’s foremost landscape painter. Open Tuesday through Sunday, one-hour guided tours grant exclusive access to one of the world’s best-preserved artist residences, including entry to the family home, gardens and studio, all while admiring original works.


BEST TOURS IN THE ADELAIDE HILLS

Trailhopper

Hop-on/hop-off winery tour bus, looping around to ten Hills wineries on a set schedule. Pick-up and drop-off in central Adelaide.

Ambler Touring

Personalised, locally run tours taking in historic towns, cellar doors and plenty of produce. Pick-ups at your accommodation.

Small Batch Wine Tours

Private curated outings to boutique wineries; includes lunch, tastings and pick-up and drop-off from your accommodation.

Bike About

E-bike tours cruising between Beerenberg, Udder Delights, Shaw+Smith and The Lane Vineyard. Tastings and produce pickings included.

Escapegoat

Beginner-friendly MTB tours zipping downhill from Mt Lofty through native bushland via Cleland Wildlife Park.



Eating in the Hills: Wineries

Greenhill Wines: Alfresco cafe dining overlooking Summerton’s lush hillscape. Perfect for lunches and coffees. 11am-5pm Fri-Sun $

Tilbrook Estate: Cellar door dealing in Italian pizzas; between Lobethal and Lenswood. kitchen 5-7.45pm Fri, noon-3.30pm Sat & Sun $$

Golding Wines: Classy Lobethal vineyard set among ancient gums and gardens; seasonal plates and wood-fired feasts. 11.30am-2pm $$

The Lane Vineyard: Hahndorf cellar with contemporary dining – mini-degustations and five-course lunches. hours vary $$$

Drive Through Time

Visit the National Motor Museum

Australia’s high retention rate of vintage vehicles has gained world-leading recognition. Open daily, Birdwood’s National Motor Museum is at the centre of it all: collecting, restoring, educating and showcasing the nation’s love for Sunday drives.

The museum’s permanent exhibition features over 400 automobiles, spanning breakthrough steam carriages to high-octane racers, with displays encompassing Alice Anderson’s pioneering all-women workshop and a true-to-form 1920s garage. Love gaming? Grab a retro joystick at the Game Engine exhibit – throwbacks include Night Driver (1976), Daytona (1977) and Road Rash (1991).
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BEST HIKES IN THE HILLS
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Melanie Sjoberg, Friends of Heysen Trail volunteer, shares her favourite Adelaide Hills trails.

Wine Shanty Track

This 10km trek climbs through Cleland National Park, connecting meandering paths lined with swaying stringybarks and thicketed understory. Bird calls resonate as you pass startled roos and occasional koalas.

Warren Tower Hike

Warren Conservation Park’s explosion of spring wildflowers is a major drawcard along 9km of rugged landscape. Your legs will get a workout traversing a slice of the Heysen Trail; expansive vistas from the tower summit.

Section 4: Yurrebilla Trail

The trail between Norton Summit and Morialta Conservation Park presents a challenging 300m elevation gain over 8km, with lookouts and waterfalls.



Drinking in the Hills: Brewhouses & Distilleries

Applewood Distillery: Gumeracha distillery blending gins, liqueurs and spirits with native flavours. noon-5pm Thu, to 6pm Fri-Sun

Prancing Pony: Craft beers between Mt Barker and Hahndorf. noon-6pm Mon & Tue, to 9pm Wed & Thu, 11am-10pm Fri & Sat, 10.30am-9pm Sun

Grünthal Brew: Verdun microbrewery, pairing ales with share plates and gourmet pizzas. 10am-4pm Mon-Wed, to 5pm Thu & Sun, to 10pm Fri & Sat

Lot 100: Looks like a modern beer hall, acts like a cosmopolitan brasserie. Ciders, beers and gins, plus dining. North of Nairne. 11am-5pm Thu-Sun




Fleurieu Peninsula

COASTAL WILDERNESS | HISTORIC PORTS | WINE COUNTRY
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Striped with vineyards, almond groves and grain fields that roll towards the sparkling Gulf St Vincent, the Fleurieu tempts as a weekend escape. Tucked below Adelaide’s expanding southern sprawl is the historic McLaren Vale wine region. This fertile plateau is the cradle of South Australia’s viticultural legacy, and the state’s first vines were planted here in 1838. Today, the Vale ranks among Australia’s most respected growers, complemented by a healthy supply of farmgate producers and dine-in wineries. Like Adelaide to the north, this is Kaurna land.

Venturing across the tail of the Mt Lofty Ranges towards the southern coast reveals intrepid Ngarrindjeri Country. Here, nature takes centre stage with wildlife-filled parks and wetlands, surf-kissed beaches and ocean-hugging trails gracing the seascape. Amid these marvels lies the historic harbour towns of the Encounter Coast, offering charming retreats, hearty fare and a wealth of seaside heritage.


GETTING AROUND

Several bus connections service the wider region, but for maximum flexibility, navigate the Fleurieu with your vehicle. Adelaide Metro trains operate regular services between Adelaide and Seaford. From here, Metro buses run to McLaren Vale and Willunga. LinkSA coaches run daily routes from Adelaide to Victor Harbor via Encounter Bay, stopping at Hayborough, Port Elliot and Middleton en route to Goolwa. A once-daily service also drives to Cape Jervis – and the Kangaroo Island ferry – making stops at Myponga, Yankalilla, Normanville and Second Valley. These towns lack public transport options, so make sure to plan accordingly.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Alpha Box & Dice

2 Coriole

SIGHTS

3 Basham Beach

4 Carrickalinga Beach

5 Chilton Rocks

6 d’Arenberg Cube

7 Deep Creek National Park

8 Freeman Lookout

9 Goolwa Beach

10 Granite Island

11 Newland Head Conservation Park

12 Parsons Beach

13 Second Valley Beach

14 South Australian Whale Centre

15 Waitpinga Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 14 Big Duck

16 Goondooloo Ridge

see 10 Kaiki Walk

17 Shiraz Trail

18 Spirit of the Coorong

19 Surf & Sun

20 The Bluff

21 Wild South Coast Way

SLEEPING

22 Beach Huts Middleton

see 8 Port Elliot Beach House YHA

EATING

23 Currant Shed

24 de Rose Kitchen

see 8 Flying Fish Cafe

25 Motherduck

see 14 Nino’s

26 Pizzateca

27 Port Elliot Bakery

28 Star of Greece

29 Wirra Wirra

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

30 Chalk Hill Wines

31 d’Arenberg

see 30 Never Never Distilling Co.

32 Oxenberry Farm Wines

33 Serafina Wines

SHOPPING

see 24 Willunga Farmers Market

INFORMATION

34 Fleurieu Coast Visitor Centre

see 14 McLaren Vale & Fleurieu Visitor Information Centre



A Winemaker’s Puzzle

Lose yourself in the d’Arenberg Cube

The product of d’Arenberg winemaker Chester Osborne’s wild imagination, the d’Arenberg Cube is an eccentric, surprising place – a towering, half-turned black-and-white Rubik’s Cube. Soaring five storeys above the vines, this quirky, outside-the-box building has become a recognisable McLaren Vale landmark since its 2017 unveiling.

Inside its enigmatic exterior, there are more puzzles to be solved. For the price of admission (tastings included), explore the ground-level Alternate Reality Museum, containing a psychedelic 360°-video multiverse, curious art installations, eclectic ephemera and a virtual fermenter.

Ascending the cuboid, pay a tad extra to peruse the Dalí at d’Arenberg exhibition, showcasing limited-edition prints and sculptures loaned from the Dalí Universe in Switzerland, set to feature until June 2025.

Level three reveals the Southeast Asian–inspired Singapore Circus restaurant. The daily lunch menu focuses on sensory and flavourful share plates, echoing the building’s atmospheric flair. Bookings can be made online.

The sun-lit penthouse is the tasting suite for d’Arenberg’s expansive 500-acre vineyard, boasting a spacious glass-topped bar, blend-your-own benches and vine-lined panoramas across the valley. Wine not your thing? At least down a large gulp of water; you’ll regret not utilising the fabulously bizarre bathrooms on level 1.

Cycle the Shiraz Trail

Willunga’s repurposed train line

The Fleurieu’s Shiraz Trail is a versatile two-way strip threading McLaren Vale and Willunga along the region’s decommissioned railway. While it’s accessible for walking and pram-pushing, cycling is recommended. Rent a bike at the McLaren Vale & Fleurieu Visitor Information Centre, just north of the McLaren Vale town centre.

Cellar doors spring up quickly south of town with Oxenberry Farm Wines and Serafina Wines directly on the trail, and valley favourites Alpha Box & Dice, Chalk Hill Wines and Never Never Distilling Co are a five-minute pedal away. Further along, don’t miss the lively Willunga Farmers Market on Saturday mornings at the high school, brimming with picnic-ready produce, 400m from Willunga’s southern trailhead.

Energy willing, consider beginning your ride from Marino Rocks, 30km north of McLaren Vale, following the original rail corridor on the Coast to Vines Rail Trail. Adelaide’s train network conveniently serves several stations along this path.

Contrasting Coastlines

Beach-hopping the Southern Fleurieu

The Fleurieu’s northern beaches make for an effortless day trip from Adelaide. However, venturing south beyond Sellicks Beach requires a vehicle, an itinerary and a plan. Don’t be deterred; this coastline deserves your exploration.

About 75km south of Adelaide, Carrickalinga serves up a gorgeous arc of white sandy beach, with emerald rock pools emerging at low tide. For supplies, head to neighbouring Normanville. A further 14km along, the sheltered cove surrounding Second Valley Beach is splash-ready, with kayak and SUP hire available from the nearby caravan park. Another 5km south, the turn-off to Rapid Bay reveals an eerie semi-ghost town with a long fishing jetty, coastal caves and an active beachfront campground.

Cutting inland towards the remote southern coast, some of the state’s best breaks await experienced surfers at Waitpinga Beach and Parsons Beach. Proceed with caution: both are known for strong currents and rips.

Further east, waves cater to both novice and adept surfers along the developed coastline between Victor Harbor and Goolwa, with Surf Life Saving clubs monitoring Goolwa Beach, Chilton Rocks and Horseshoe Bay. In Middleton, Surf & Sun has surfing lessons, plus wetsuit, board and SUP hire. Book in advance.


VINEYARDS FOR DAYS

Unfairly overshadowed by South Australia’s northern viticultural powerhouses, the expansive Fleurieu Peninsula wine region extends for about 100km south of Adelaide. Comprising four distinct mainland sub-regions, each characterised by unique mesoclimates, their proximity to the ocean imbues a Mediterranean quality. The Fleurieu’s most famous region, McLaren Vale, lies immediately south of Adelaide, hugging the peninsula’s northwest. In the east, Lake Alexandrina’s crisp southerly winds cool Langhorne Creek’s swathe of family-owned vineyards. Nearby, Currency Creek experiences similar benefits from the Southern Ocean currents. The burgeoning Southern Fleurieu region, flush with sunny beaches and native flora, spans from the south of the Mt Lofty Ranges to the peninsula’s tip.



Salt-Kissed Conservation

Walking the wilderness

The largest expanse of natural vegetation left on the Fleurieu, Deep Creek National Park is a wildlife haven that delivers South Australia’s best coastal bushwalks. Download the SA National Parks Guided Tours app containing Ngarrindjeri and Ramindjeri stories to add depth to these ancient lands.

With a focus on accessibility, one of the park’s newest trails follows Goondooloo Ridge along a gentle slope overlooking Backstairs Passage and Kangaroo Island. Wheelchair-friendly restrooms and broad, hard-packed surfaces ensure that Fleurieu’s wilderness is widely accessible. The Fleurieu Coast Visitor Centre in Yankalilla hires out a variety of free all-terrain wheelchairs.

A 30-minute drive east towards Victor Harbor, Newland Head Conservation Park is the south coast’s best-kept secret. Encircled by coastal mallee, its trails twist among lush scrub and striking headlands, unveiling photograph-worthy pit stops over Waitpinga Cliffs and Parsons Beach.

Looking for the complete Fleurieu adventure? Embark on the 74km Wild South Coast Way from Cape Jervis to Victor Harbor, spanning both Deep Creek and Newland Head, and unveiling a chain of remote beaches over five days of coastal hiking.

Adelaide-based Big Heart Adventures runs guided and self-led walking tours, managing transfers, gear and accommodation.

The Granite Isle

Explore Victor Harbor’s rocky outcrop

A day trip to the lichen-tinged Granite Island is a quintessential Fleurieu experience. Setting off from Victor Harbor’s foreshore, an upgraded 700m concrete causeway now stands in place of its much-loved timber predecessor, in near-constant use since 1874. Take a stroll or jump aboard the Clydesdale-powered 1894 double-decker heritage tram. Tickets and timetables are available from the nearby information centre or driver. The rugged outcrop features the scenic 1.9km Kaiki Walk, which navigates the coastal bluffs. Grab a hot drink from the cafe, and allow two leisurely hours to soak up the seascape. If you linger until dusk, expect the island’s colony of little penguins to waddle up the rocky embankment. Follow penguin safety signage and pack a red light for nighttime viewing.
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AUSTRALIA’S LONGEST-MARKED TRAIL

As you explore South Australia’s conservation parks, keep an eye out for reflective red arrows marking the Heysen Trail. Starting from Cape Jervis at the Fleurieu’s southwest tip, this is the country’s longest-marked hiking trail – a shin-splinting 1200km. The path extends north to the Flinders Ranges, traversing ragged coastlines, native bushland, arid outback and the lands of seven Traditional Owners. Open in its entirety outside of the fire danger season – typically running from November to April – the Heysen is more than your average trek, requiring meticulous planning, physical fortitude and a healthy dose of pluck. Fortunately, sections managed by SA Parks, like the Fleurieu’s Wild South Coast Way, remain accessible throughout the year.



Eating on the Fleurieu: McLaren Vale Wineries

Wirra Wirra: Casual yet refined dining in the historic cellar door. kitchen 10am-4pm Mon-Sat, from 11am Sun $$

Chalk Hill Collective: Sample small-batch wines, gin and Italian street food. kitchen 11am-5pm Mon-Thu, to 9pm Fri, to 5.30pm Sat & Sun $

Coriole Vineyards: Tasting menus and à la carte dining sourced from local producers; finest views. kitchen noon-2.30pm Thu-Mon $$$

d’Arenberg: The more conventional d’Arry’s Verandah Restaurant serves classy degustations. kitchen noon-2.30pm $$$

Whale Watching

Spot the ocean’s gentle giants

From late May to October, pods of endangered southern right whales find solace in the sheltered cove off Victor Harbor, where they socialise, court and nurture their young before returning south. The Southern Fleurieu’s coastal lookouts provide prospective hotspots for spotting these elusive giants.

Running between Encounter Bay and Goolwa, the 30km Encounter Bikeway rolls by vantage points at The Bluff in Encounter Bay, Basham Beach in Middleton, and Freeman Lookout in Pt Elliot. Bicycle and e-bike hire is available from Bicycles Victor Harbor. Adjacent to the bikeway, the steam-powered Cockle Train chuffs along Australia’s oldest public railway line on Wednesdays, Sundays and school holidays, with uninterrupted views of the Southern Ocean.

However, the best perspective is from the water. Operating from the Granite Island causeway, Big Duck is a licensed whale-watching tour boat, following strict whale proximity guidelines. Be aware that research suggests human interactions may influence behaviour and breeding. These waters are also home to New Zealand fur seals, Australian sea lions and bottlenose dolphins.

Learn about the world’s largest mammals at the multilevel South Australian Whale Centre in Victor Harbor, with educational exhibits and impressive displays (including an enormous southern right skull).


BEST TOURS ON THE FLEURIEU

Gone Awol

Experience a little of everything in one day: e-biking, stand-up paddleboarding and wine tasting in McLaren Vale. Four-person minimum.

Trailhopper

Hop-on/hop-off winery bus offering two routes; they circle 15 McLaren Vale stops over five hours. Adelaide pick-up and drop-off.

Wuldi Cultural Experience

Ngarrindjeri elder Mark Koolmatrie leads two-hour tours on the Gemtree Wines Eco Trail, offering First Nations perspectives.

Victor Harbor Walking Tours

Cheap and cheerful 90-minute strolls through Victor Harbor’s heritage streets and across to Granite Island.

Waitpinga Farm Quad Bike Adventures

Guided quad-bike tours across the lush plains and hills of a historic Southern Fleurieu farm.



Eating on the Fleurieu: McLaren Vale Picks

de Rose Kitchen: Willunga-based brunch cafe, fuelling locals and passing cyclists. 6.30am-2pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Pizzateca: Popular pizza cottage, featuring an expansive deck shaded by giant redgums. noon-9pm Fri & Sat, to 3pm Sun & Mon $$

Star of Greece: Clifftop seafood shack with a sunny patio fronting the ocean. Takeaway from the Port Willy Kiosk in summer. hours vary $$$

The Currant Shed: Delightfully converted currant-drying hut in McLaren Flat, now serving classy degustations. 11.30am-5pm Thu-Tue $$$

Waterbird Sanctuary

Cruising the Coorong National Park wetlands

Stretching 145km southeast of Goolwa, Coorong National Park provides a welcome refuge for Australia’s native birdlife, shielded from the Southern Ocean’s surges by the slender Younghusband Peninsula. Teeming with waders and waterfowl, this saltwater lagoon protects endangered species such as the southern emu wren and migrating orange-bellied parrot.

Spirit of the Coorong runs excellent 90-minute and half-day tours through the park, departing from Goolwa Wharf on Mondays, Thursdays and Saturdays. To delve deeper into this migratory bird sanctuary, reserve a full-day cruise on Wednesdays and Sundays between October and May, featuring a Ngarrindjeri-led sand-dune smoking ceremony, guided shoreline excursions and a ploughman’s lunch.

Alternatively, Canoe the Coorong navigates the wetlands by kayak. Fully inclusive three- and six-hour tours come with gear hire, picnic provisions and a bush tucker walk.
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THE FLEURIEU’S ENDANGERED SPECIES

The isolated parks of the Southern Fleurieu are a natural barrier against human intrusion and safeguard many threatened species. To the west, Deep Creek National Park protects over 400 native plant species, 110 bird varieties, 11 mammal types and a number of reptiles, fish and insects – many of conservation importance. Listen carefully for the high-pitched call of the endangered Mt Lofty Ranges southern emu-wren when passing through. Since 1988, volunteers have re-established Newland Head Conservation Park’s natural environment, providing habitat for the endangered western pygmy possum, southern brown bandicoot and chestnut-rumped heathwren. When visiting these areas, tread gently and leave no trace.



Eating on the Fleurieu: South Coast Picks

Port Elliot Bakery: Famous bakery, with an original hundred-year-old wood-fired oven. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $

Flying Fish Cafe: Beachfront restaurant and kiosk in Horseshoe Bay offering à la carte dining. 9am-3pm daily, 6-9pm Fri & Sat $$

Motherduck: A buzzy cafe on Goolwa’s shopping strip with exposed stone walls, strong coffee, brunch and chill tunes. 8am-3pm Tue-Sun $$

Nino’s: Since 1974, this family-run staple has dished out Neapolitan-style pizzas and pasta on Victor Harbor’s main drag. 8am-8.30pm $$




Kangaroo Island

PROLIFIC WILDLIFE | BEACH DAYS | ISLAND ESCAPE


[image: jpg]

It’s rare to find a world-renowned holiday destination without a frenzied crowd. Yet, the million-dollar beachscapes and pristine wilderness on Australia’s third-largest island feel refreshingly tranquil. Despite its global allure, Kangaroo Island (KI) remains humble, raw and delightfully underdeveloped. Unsealed roads, unreliable reception, early shop closures and the island’s isolation from the mainland help maintain its rural pace. When explorer Matthew Flinders first rounded the coast in 1802, he found the island uninhabited and flush with wildlife. Over two centuries later, sightings of seals and dolphins cruising the waves, echidnas and bandicoots combing the undergrowth and wallabies and roos romping through the bush are similarly expected.

Offsetting its unrefined charms is KI’s indulgent side: sophisticated clifftop cabins, sumptuous degustations and creative artisanship all come with the territory. But these luxuries adapt to the insouciance of island time – a speed worth embracing.


GETTING AROUND

Whether flying or ferrying over, you’ll need some wheels once you arrive – public transport isn’t an option. Hire a rental, arrange a tour or haul your car on the SeaLink ferry. KI’s main roads are sealed, but many remain gravel. Take it easy on the back roads – unexpected potholes and wildlife can appear suddenly. At a pinch, Peninsula Coaches shuttles passengers twice daily up the east coast. Exploring by bike is also an option, although cycling between hotspots can be long.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Flinders Chase National Park

2 Remarkable Rocks

3 Seal Bay Conservation Park

SIGHTS

4 Admirals Arch

5 Cape Borda Lightstation

see 4 Cape du Couedic Lighthouse

6 Cape Willoughby Lightstation

7 Clifford’s Honey Farm

8 D’Estrees Bay

9 Emu Bay

10 Emu Ridge Euc-alyptus Oil Distillery

11 Hanson Bay

12 Kangaroo Island Wildlife Park

13 Kelly Hill Conservation Park

14 Little Sahara

15 Pennington Bay

16 Raptor Domain

17 Rocky River

18 Stokes Bay

19 Vivonne Bay

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

20 Ironstone Hill Hike

21 Kangaroo Island Outdoor Action

see 20 Kangaroo Island Sculpture Trail

22 Kangaroo Island Wilderness Trail

see 20 Penneshaw Penguin Centre

SLEEPING

23 Chapman River Campground

24 Southern Ocean Lodge

EATING

25 Amadio Wines

see 25 Cactus

26 Dudley Wines Cellar Door

see 20 Fat Beagle Coffee Shop

27 Gastronomo The Enchanted Fig Tree

see 20 Millie Mae’s Pantry

28 Vivonne Bay General Store

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

29 Bay of Shoals Wines

30 False Cape Wines

31 Islander Estate Vineyards
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Kangaroo Island is surprisingly vast, with far less infrastructure than you might expect. Outside its main towns, phone reception is patchy at best. Download GPS maps to your devices before hitting the road.



Sapphire Shores

Beach-hopping KI’s unspoiled coastline

With several of Kangaroo Island’s beaches frequently cited in ‘Australia’s best’ debates, it’s no surprise its 540km of sun-drenched coastline has garnered a global reputation. Typically, the safest swimming is along North Coast Rd, where the warmer waters have fewer rips. Hotspots include the spacious sands of Emu Bay and the sheltered rock pool at Stokes Bay – accessible only by maneuvering through 20m of tunnels carved into the cliffs at the bay’s eastern end. The 660m arc of silky white sand at Snelling Beach is a beauty, but watch for rocky rips at either end of the bay. For those new to ocean plunges, the Kingscote tidal pool provides the same salty vibes with protection from the shifting currents.

For surfing action, explore the south coast’s uncrowded waves, especially during winter when the biggest swells roll in. The crystal-clear breaks at Vivonne Bay and Pennington Bay cater to all skill levels, while the dangerous rips and reefs at D’Estrees Bay and Hanson Bay are best left to the pros. Without board rentals on the island, you’ll need to arrange gear from the mainland in advance.

Paws, Claws & Flippers

The island’s iconic wildlife

Over a third of Kangaroo Island is dedicated to conservation and national parks, safeguarding its wild habitats and wilder inhabitants. Paired with KI’s off-shore sanctuaries, these protected ecosystems offer secure spaces to observe Australia’s iconic creatures in their natural and nurturing environments.

Around 45 minutes southwest of Kingscote, Seal Bay Conservation Park provides safe harbour for the endangered Australian sea lion. These are some of the rarest species in the world, with a population estimated below 12,000 – 85% of which live in SA. Ranger-guided beach tours provide insights into their quirks and the conservation efforts vital for their survival. You’ll see these playful lumps up close, snuggling in the sand and surfing the wash. For an elevated vantage point, take the self-guided round-trip 900m to the boardwalk lookout.

Launching from Penneshaw, Kangaroo Island Ocean Safari runs 75-minute coastal safaris scouring the waves for Dudley Peninsula’s dolphins and seals. They also offer two-hour swimming tours with these marine mammals – although note that research suggests human interaction may affect their behaviour and breeding patterns.

As night falls, witness Penneshaw’s endearing brood of little penguins waddle ashore. Experts from the Penneshaw Penguin Centre run 50-minute tours that meander above the coastal scrub, scanning the rocky burrows for the world’s smallest penguins. Wear long pants and pack a jacket – it gets chilly on the rocks.

Located centrally, Raptor Domain and Kangaroo Island Wildlife Park provide close-up encounters with the island’s furred and feathered residents while focusing on the rehabilitation of injured and orphaned wildlife. It’s important to note that while koala-holding experiences make for memorable photo-ops, they may cause stress to the animal.


BUSHFIRE RECOVERY

Like mainland Australia, Kangaroo Island faces the prospect of seasonal bushfires. The Black Summer fires of 2019–20, however, were unprecedented, scorching over half its landscape. Despite the devastation, the island and its locals proved resilient and adaptable, transforming adversity into a catalyst for positive change. An integral part of Australia’s ecosystem, bushfires trigger seed germination and replenish nutrients, kickstarting the vegetation’s natural recovery. Post-fire reconstruction prioritises sustainable tourism, reshaping experiences with conservation at its heart. Efforts include rebuilding infrastructure for park accessibility, aiding wildlife recovery through rapid assessment surveys, native animal relocation and managing invasive species like feral cats and pigs.



Drinking on Kangaroo Island: Wineries

False Cape Wines: Enveloped by gums in central Dudley Peninsula, this revamped cellar door has an award-winning wine list. 11am-5pm

Dudley Wines: A pioneering Penneshaw winery sharing mainland views, best enjoyed with a Dudley Bubbly. 10.30am-4.30pm Thu-Mon

Bay of Shoals Wines: Overlooking the bay north of Kingscote, this producer embraces its maritime locale with waterfront vines and seafood. 11am-5pm

The Islander Estate Vineyards: Led by a Bordelais winemaker, the Cygnet River tasting room presents cool-climate wines. noon-5pm Thu-Tue




TOP EXPERIENCE
Flinders Chase National Park


At the western edge of Kangaroo Island, Flinders Chase National Park is among Australia’s oldest recognised parks, established in 1919. Through fires, floods and human interference, this isolated environment and its native inhabitants have shown steadfast resolve. Whimsical geological formations and mallee-scrub bushwalks steal the show, but delve deeper and you’ll uncover adaptability and resilience scarred into its skin.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for park fees, updates and staffed hours.
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Admirals Arch & Cape du Couedic Lighthouse

The scrub-lined road south of Rocky River leads to the heritage Cape du Couedic lighthouse. You can’t access the century-old wayfinder, but an information board chronicles its storm-battered history at the nearby car park. From here, a breezy 1km trail weaves through the coastal heath onto a series of boardwalk switchbacks. At its end, a spiralling staircase passes a colony of sunning fur seals, landing at Admirals Arch, a stalactite-strewn archway carved out by nature’s muscle over thousands of years.


DON’T MISS

Kangaroo Island Wilderness Trail

Flinders Chase Bushwalking Trails

Remarkable Rocks

Admirals Arch

Cape du Couedic Lighthouse

Cape Borda Lighthouse



Remarkable Rocks

At Kirkpatrick Point, a few kilometres east of Cape du Couedic, the much-photographed, Dalí-esque Remarkable Rocks defy gravity’s grasp on the top of the windswept plateau. Centuries of Southern Ocean storms have sculpted this exhibition of giant granite boulders into today’s contours. Devote half an hour to searching its hidden corners and secret passages.

Flinders Chase Bushwalking Trails

A slew of rewarding bushwalks fan out from Rocky River, the site of the previous visitor centre, 4km west of the intersection of West End Hwy and South Coast Rd. Once an industrious farm, the area now teems with native wildlife. Kangaroos, wallabies and Cape Barren geese are commonly found milling about the regenerating sugar gums. Further south, several shorter coastal walks navigate the windswept landscape between clifftop lookouts. Heading east, the 4km return Snake Lagoon Hike descends into the Rocky River Valley, tracing a babbling rock-pooled creek that eventually leads to the dramatic beach mouth.

Kangaroo Island Wilderness Trail

KI’s big-ticket bushwalk is undoubtedly the five-day, four-night Kangaroo Island Wilderness Trail: an exhilarating 66km adventure through the untamed expanse of the national park. Commencing at the new Flinders Chase Visitor Information Centre, this remote trail unspools across a canvas of wild terrain and stunning vistas, culminating at the mysterious caves of Kelly Hill Conservation Park. Experience wildflower-carpeted scrubland, white-sand bays, imposing coastal cliffs and, of course, the park’s geological wonders: Admirals Arch and Remarkable Rocks. Four designated campsites, each featuring communal kitchens, toilets and rainwater tanks, are along the trail. Pre-book tours for more luxurious off-trail accommodation.


Not So Native Natives

In 1919, the South Australian parliament established Flinders Chase as a formal nature reserve. Under threat on the mainland, koalas and platypuses were introduced in the 1920s and flourished without natural predators. To preserve their manna gum habitat, a contentious sterilisation program rolled out in 1997, regulating koala numbers to sustainable levels.



Cape Borda Lighthouse

Tucked away on the KI’s northwestern tip, South Australia’s oldest operating lighthouse sits at Cape Borda on the edge of the Ravine des Casoars Wilderness Protection Area. Take a self-guided tour around the well-preserved relics and enjoy a seaside stroll on the 1km return Clifftop Hike. It’s a 60-minute drive from the visitor centre; take it easy on the corrugated gravel road as you approach.

Ravine des Casoars Hike

Some 5km south of the Cape Borda Lighthouse, the Ravine des Casoars Hike provides one of Kangaroo Island’s best-kept secrets. The 7km (three-hour) return trek through the Ravine of the Cassowaries, named for the island’s now-extinct dwarf emus, follows the valley’s steady descent through mallee regrowth before straightening along the meandering creek below. Auburn earth gives way to bone-white sands as an expansive bay unfurls immaculate beaches and coastal caverns. Pack a torch for spelunking and plan your walk around low tide to access both banks of the ravine – or prepare to swim.


TOP TIPS

• The park is surprisingly far from the island’s main lodgings and amenities in the east. Consider spending at least one night on the west coast and plan your meals accordingly.

• Park phone reception is poor, but free wi-fi is available at the visitor centre.

• Stop by the visitor centre to check which bushwalks are open before setting off.

• Headed to Flinders Chase and ranger-guided tours at Seal Bay, Kelly Hill Caves and Cape Willoughby? Save some cash with a Kangaroo Island Tour Pass.






Distilled Wisdom

Mixology masterclasses at KI Spirits

As Australia’s first dedicated gin distillery, Kangaroo Island Spirits knows a thing or two about creating smooth blends. This internationally recognised moonshiner, located 10km southwest of Kingscote, shares its expertise through curated masterclasses, delving into Australia’s gin history and the science and botanicals that underpin it all. Book in advance to create your own signature gin blend (sessions daily) alongside copper-clad distillers ‘Olivia Newton Gin’ and ‘Bruce Stillis’, building flavours as inimitable as the island itself.

Farmgate Exports

Savour the island’s unique produce

Kangaroo Island’s fertile soils and abundant sunshine nurture its orchards, farms and forests, creating a strong farmgate culture. The world’s purest strain of Ligurian honeybee thrives among uninfected flora and GMO-free crops. The honey trade is booming on the island, with three retail beekeepers providing tours, tastings and sweet treats. Try the mouthwatering honey ice cream at Clifford’s Honey Farm, 20 minutes south of Kingscote.

Nearby, Emu Ridge Eucalyptus Oil Distillery manufactures 100% pure Australian eucalyptus oil, picked, steamed and refined from the Kangaroo Island Narrow Lead Mallee. Employed as a natural antiseptic, insect repellent and decongestant, this plucky little product was one of Australia’s first exports. Set aside 25 minutes for a self-led or guided distillery tour, then linger at the gallery and cafe.

Peruse KI’s smaller-scale producers at the Penneshaw Market, held seasonally on the first Sunday of the month and during cruise-ship dockings. Check Facebook for the full program (facebook.com/PenneshawMarketDay).


A DAY ON DUDLEY
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Julie Helyar of False Cape Wines shares recommendations for KI’s Dudley Peninsula. @falsecapewines

Start in Penneshaw with brekkie at Millie Mae’s Pantry or Fat Beagle Coffee, then walk it off on KI’s Sculpture Trail. If you want to keep burning the calories, head east to the 4km Ironstone Hill Hike, where dolphins can be seen frolicking in the cove – for a closer look, join a KI Ocean Safari cruise. Next, set your GPS for Antechamber Bay, where gorgeous beach and river strolls await. Thirsty? Dudley Wines offers stunning mainland vistas. Otherwise, join a historic Cape Willoughby Lighthouse tour. By now, you’ve earned your lunch. Set among charming vines, prepare for a gourmet platter and a tasting paddle at False Cape Wines.



Eating on Kangaroo Island: Our Picks

Cactus: A lively Kingscote cafe with great coffee, mountainous pancakes, fresh juices and KI brews. 7.30am-2.30pm $$

Millie Mae’s Pantry: Cosy brunch spot featuring a delicious menu and KI-made produce near the Penneshaw ferry port. 7.30am-4pm $$

Oyster Farm Shop: American River’s no-frills farmgate for KI’s Pacific oysters. Kilpatrick, seaweed, and natural slurps. 11am-3pm $$

Amadio’s Vino e Cucina: An authentic trattoria serving pasta and pizzas baked in an imported Italian wood oven. noon-2.45pm & 5-9pm Wed-Sun $$$

Wilderness Adventures

Dive into all-action experiences

An array of nature-based activities await along South Coast Rd on the island’s southwest coast. In Vivonne Bay, family-operated Kangaroo Island Outdoor Action specialises in epic outdoor adventures that capture the island’s wild landscape. Guided and self-paced excursions include wilderness quad biking and easy (and sometimes breezy) kayaking on the Harriett River – watch for koalas dangling precariously from the overhanging gum beyond the inland bridge.

The same team manages Little Sahara 8km east. Serving as the centre for their sand-based escapades, hire a sandboard or toboggan and glide down the reserve’s colossal dunes. They also offer package deals encompassing all their outdoor experiences, including two-hour e-bike and buggy tours!

Nearby, underneath the eucalypt forests of Kelly Hill Conservation Park, is an otherworldly network of ancient limestone caves. Join an underground tour with rangers along the cascading boardwalk and learn about the island’s fascinating geology.
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PROTECTING BIOSECURITY

There’s a reason Kangaroo Island is dubbed the Galápagos of Australia. Its remote setting off the coast provides refuge for vulnerable species like the glossy black-cockatoo, duck-billed platypus, Rosenberg’s Goanna and the Kangaroo Island dunnart. Home to the world’s oldest bee sanctuary, KI is also pivotal in protecting what is considered the world’s purest strain of Ligurian bee, introduced to the island from Italy in 1881. To preserve this precious ecosystem, leave all honey and pollen products back on the mainland. Other contraband includes used beekeeping tools and equipment, unwashed or dirty potatoes, and declared pests, like foxes, rabbits and weeds.



Eating on Kangaroo Island: Remote Feeds

Rockpool Cafe: Stokes Bay’s casual shoreline diner has seafood delights and takeaway bites. Sep-May $

Emu Ridge Cafe: The eucalyptus distillery provides a broad menu with gluten-free alternatives. 9am-4pm $

Gastronomo the Enchanted Fig Tree: Epicurean adventure among the knotted limbs of a 120-year-old fig. Nov-Apr $$$

Vivonne Bay General Store: A rare eatery in the island’s west, this hut peddles burgers, seafood and sundowners. kitchen 9am-4pm $




Barossa Valley

DISTINGUISHED WINES | VITICULTURAL HERITAGE | GERMAN TRADITION
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Australia’s most recognised wine region, the Barossa remains a viticultural pilgrimage for international wine lovers. The valley’s towns echo a distinct German aura, a heritage shaped by migrants fleeing religious persecution and bringing with them an unshakeable faith and heaven-sent vine cuttings.

Shielded from the ravages of phylloxera, these vines matured into their distinctive, gnarled forms over the decades, including the world’s oldest surviving shiraz vineyard at Langmeil Winery, planted in 1843. Beneath the district’s knotted trunks lies a cross-section of Peramangk, Ngadjuri and Kaurna Country, echoing a deeper, ancient story that transcends its winemaking roots.

Today, the Barossa is slowly gentrifying with stylish gin bars, hatted restaurants and lavish lodges dotting the fertile landscape. At its core, however, the Lutheran heartland holds onto its traditional Teutonic charm, seen through festival oompah bands and the 170-year-old Tanunda Liedertafel choir, and a hearty appetite for mettwurst, bienenstich and rote grütze.


GETTING AROUND

An hour north of central Adelaide on the expressway, the Barossa makes for an easy day trip by car. Consider the slightly longer route east through the Hills, offering a leafy alternative to the monotony of highway traffic. Adelaide Metro runs regular train services to the Gawler terminus, connecting with LinkSA buses to Lyndoch, Tanunda, Nuriootpa and Angaston. Barossa Taxis can take it from here; alternatively, hire a bike.
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SIGHTS

1 Seppelt Family Mausoleum

2 Seppeltsfield Road

see 2 Seppeltsfield Road Distillers

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Barossa Adventure Station

SLEEPING

4 Barossa Shiraz Estate

5 Discover Holiday Parks Barossa Valley

6 Louise

EATING

7 Browns Barossa Donuts

8 El Estanco

9 Hentley Farm

10 Maggie Beer’s Farm Shop & Eatery

11 Vintners Bar & Grill

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Barossa Valley Estate Winery

13 Greenock Creek Wines

14 Jacob’s Creek

15 Kellermeister

16 Kies Family Wines

17 Seppeltsfield

18 St Hallett

19 Two Hands Wines

20 Whistler Wines

SHOPPING

see 3 Barossa Valley Cheese Company

INFORMATION

21 Barossa Visitor Information Centre

TRANSPORT

see 13 Angaston Hardware

22 Barossa Bike Hire
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Swing by the Barossa Visitor Information Centre on Tanunda’s main drag for up-to-date information, bicycle rentals and booking assistance. Skim their extensive brochure wall, which showcases diverse experiences spanning the valley and its surroundings.



Palms & Palates

Savouring Seppeltsfield’s foodie flavours

Located in the valley’s western reaches, Seppeltsfield Road showcases the Barossa’s most iconic setting – an aristocratic avenue striped with 5km of stately Canary Island date palms.

Dating to 1851, the village’s centrepiece is the historic Seppeltsfield Winery, a thriving centre of versatile talents. Delve into the famed Centennial Cellar, where barrels harbour a century of fortified elixirs. Wander through the creative realms of JamFactory Studios and Dragan’s Fine Gallery, savour FINO’s signature degustations or venture through the vines on a segway tour. The estate is crowned by the impressive 1927 Grecian Seppelt Family Mausoleum. Climb the summit for unique valley views, but remain respectful – one of Australia’s oldest wine dynasties is interred inside.

Nearby, the ultra-modern Barossa Valley Estate Winery is home to a curated range of perfumed reds and Australia’s largest perennial gardens. Fanning out, Two Hands Wines, Hentley Farm, Greenock Creek Wines and Whistler Wines all deserve a stop.

If wine isn’t your poison, sample award-winning gin from Seppeltsfield Road Distillers, ideally served with a side of Chase, their on-duty Kelpie.





Help me Pick:


Barossa Valley Wineries


Blessed with hot, dry summers and cool, moderate winters, demanding grape varietals thrive in the valley, fostering over 150 wineries. As one of Australia’s oldest wine regions, this compact valley, just 25km long, has traditionally focused on its timeless staples – shiraz, grenache and cabernet sauvignon. Though, beyond the grandeur of its renowned reds, the Barossa’s wineries bring more than sit-down cellar doors; they deliver experiences as intoxicating as the wines themselves.



Where to sip if you love…

Winemaking Diversity

6 Otherness Wines Diverging from the Barossa’s winemaking conventions, this swish Angaston micro-producer came to life through a collaboration of regional vintners, creating an exceptional wine-and-dine cellar door.

2 Artisans of Barossa A stylish co-op committed to small-batch winemaking traditions. Located between Tanunda and Nuriootpa, eight skilled artisans showcase over 100 wines, complemented by tastings, lawn games and garden-inspired menus.

Famous Names

8 Rockford Wines Famously bottled without barcodes, the boutique Rockford range has a limited presence on Australian shop shelves, instead relying on their devoted fanbase, who buy directly from the winery. Persisting with time-honoured tools and techniques, experience the vintage buzz up close from the Tanunda courtyard between February and March.

7 Penfolds Despite its origins in Adelaide’s foothills, Penfolds thrust the Barossa into the international spotlight with local Max Schubert’s groundbreaking Grange Hermitage. Today, Australia’s most iconic wine retails for around $800 a bottle. Alternatively, take a $50 sip at their Nuriootpa cellar door.

4 Henschke For over 150 years, this Keyneton icon has been an unwavering custodian of the valley’s heritage. Breaking ground with single-vineyard bottlings, Henschke unveiled the stand-out Mount Edelstone and Hill of Grace shiraz in the 1950s. These wines still shine as Australia’s brightest, now embraced by the sixth generation of winemakers.

Long Lunches

5 Hentley Farm Building on its reputation for punchy single-block shiraz, Hentley’s Atrium delivers an adventurous avant-garde degustation. With its intimate atmosphere overlooking Greenock Creek, this is destination dining at its most sumptuous.

9 Seppeltsfiel Wines Settle in for an afternoon at light-filled FINO at Seppeltsfield, where progressive Australian plates honouring seasonal flavours and small-scale producers await. The wine list is paired with niche drops from across the Barossa and beyond.

Rolling into Bed

1 Alkina Wine Estate Globally acclaimed for its lodgings, the beautifully restored Old Quarter Homestead and Cottage present outstanding Greenock escapes. Estate tours provide insights into Alkina’s grape-to-glass ethos.

3 Charles Melton Wines Once a 1960s church, the ‘Kirche’ at the eponymous winery now houses a character B&B, featuring black leather couches, a marbled bathroom and a roaring wood heater. In Tanunda’s outskirts; two-night minimum stay.
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HOW TO

When to go Schedule a late spring or early autumn visit for lighter crowds and pleasant weather. Winter tours are chilly, but offer solitude beside a cosy fire.

Book ahead Many wineries facilitate ad hoc experiences, although smaller cellar doors may require advanced planning, particularly over summer.

Budget Many vineyards now charge for tastings, but fees are often redeemable upon purchase. Barossa hospitality is a touch pricier than Adelaide.

Don’t cram your plan Between tastings, a long lunch and estate-ground strolls, Barossa afternoons tend to vanish. Start early and limit stops to five.



DIY or Guided Tour

A self-guided drive around your pick of Barossa’s 90 cellar doors delivers the best itinerary, though the role of a designated driver is a thankless task. To avoid the short straw, consider one of the valley’s tour guides to shuttle you around.

Departing Adelaide’s CBD, Trailhopper has an affordable hop-on/hop-off service running Thursday to Monday. For an intimate experience, Kym Farley leads Bespoke Barossa Tours. These engaging, personalised day tours include tasting fees and lunch pairings.

Alternatively, a pedal-powered journey can make sips taste that much sweeter. Setting off from Gawler, 10km southwest of the valley, the Barossa Trail meanders 42km along a largely flat, sealed path, finishing at Angaston’s Barossa Adventure Station. It passes the likes of Kies Family Wines, St Hallett, Kellermeister and Jacob’s Creek. Barossa Bike have five hire locations dotted throughout the valley, offering a handy pick-up and delivery service, which makes section-cycling a breeze. All safety essentials are included; hybrid, e-bike and private pedalling tours are available. Bear in mind that cycling under the influence (blood alcohol concentration of 0.05% or higher) is illegal in Australia.




Cooking Royalty

Visit Maggie Beer’s Farm Shop

Maggie Beer’s Farm Shop has been the culinary home of Australia’s first lady of food since 1979. Located five minutes south of Nuriootpa, step into Maggie’s TV studio kitchen for a live cooking demonstration on Fridays through Mondays at 11am, where you’ll get to taste the creations. Enhance your cooking skills in the Farm Eatery Cooking School, join a cocktail or mocktail mixing class, or enjoy lakeside pâtés, pastes and gourmet ice cream as the resident turtles sunbake below.
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Maggie Beer’s Farm Shop | MARTIN BERRY/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Kid-Ventures

Barossa’s best family activities

Entertaining the family on a vineyard adventure can pose challenges. Thankfully, the free Barossa Adventure Station, housed in Angaston’s Railway Precinct in the valley’s northeast, captivates all ages. This $2.6m development blends rail heritage with boundless green spaces and inclusive nature play, including a 1km mountain bike trail (BMX hire from nearby Angaston Hardware), flying fox, bouldering wall, monster slide, water play and wheelchair-friendly trampolines.

Heading south past Williamstown, Barossa Outdoors kayaks is based on Warren Reservoir’s forest-engulfed banks. Take a guided two-hour paddle on these sheltered waters, complete with safety gear and instruction.


BEFORE THE BAROSSA

Long before a clerical error labelled this region as the Barossa Valley instead of the intended ‘Barrosa’ – named for Spain’s Battle of Barrosa – this land was the ancestral and cultural nexus for the Peramangk, Ngadjuri and Kaurna People for millennia. The Traditional Owners expertly cultivated the landscape, employing controlled burnings to regenerate vegetation and creating the foundation for today’s fertile fields. However, by the mid-nineteenth century, First Nations’ numbers had drastically declined, as they were displaced by European settlers, ravaged by introduced diseases and impacted by ecological changes. Few cultural remnants remain, with the Barossa’s only documented rock engravings hidden within the Kaiserstuhl Conservation Park.



Eating in the Barossa Valley: Our Picks

Browns Barossa Donuts: Fluffy brioche buns bursting with curds, cream, jam and chocolate. 8.30am-2pm Wed-Fri, 9am-1pm Sat $

Barossa Valley Cheese Company: Angaston cheesemonger producing cow and goat cheeses, led by a former winemaker. 10am-4pm Wed-Mon $

El Estanco: Former Greenock cottage that’s now an engaging eatery and bar with Latin American flair. 8am-4pm Thu-Mon, to 10pm Fri $$

Vintners Bar & Grill: Culinary icon delivering refined ambience and regional flavours, with an open fire. noon-2.30pm & 6-9pm Mon-Sat $$$




Clare Valley

WINE COUNTRY | EPICUREAN CUISINE | PIONEER HERITAGE
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Creased between fertile agricultural plains to the west and sun-scorched turf to the east, the Clare Valley serves as the mid-north’s epicurean centre. Here, in prime Ngadjuri Country, expansive skies embrace golden fields, vine-striped hills and idyllic villages steeped in heritage.

The region’s communities stand as a tribute to their pioneering spirit, many emerging to service Burra’s 19th-century copper mines. Their enduring legacy, however, was sown into the earth in 1840, when explorer John Horrocks first planted grapevines at Penwortham. Famous for aromatic rieslings and mineral-rich reds, its 11 recognised soil types yield a spectrum of flavours, ranging from the graceful to the robust, spanning 25km between Auburn and Clare.

Located 120km north of Adelaide, the Clare Valley tempts as a day trip, but in the face of such delectable food and wine, haste seems frivolous. Ease into the country charm, where stone-cottage cellar doors, estate restaurants and sun-dappled trails await.


GETTING AROUND

Having your own transport, whether on two wheels or four, provides the most flexibility, especially beyond the inner valley. Adelaide to Auburn is a swift 90 minutes along the Northern Expressway (M2), though ease off the accelerator when navigating the dusty, gravel back roads between outlying wineries. Alternatively, organise a combination of Yorke Peninsula coaches, Clare Valley taxis and bike rentals in Clare or Auburn for a car-free journey.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Martindale Hall

2 Skillogalee

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Clare Valley Wine and Wilderness Trail

SLEEPING

4 Bukirk Glamping

5 Neagles Retreat Villas

EATING

6 Olive Bus Clare

7 Terroir

8 Watervale Hotel

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9 Jeanneret Wines

10 Jim Barry Wines

11 Kilikanoon Wines Cellar Door

12 Mr Mick

13 O’Leary Walker Wines

14 Paulett Wines

15 Pikes

16 Sevenhill Cellars

17 Sevenhill Hotel

18 Taylors

19 Tim Adams Wines
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Although Clare’s essential services are easily accessible, a more enriching experience awaits outside its bustling core. Seek out the valley’s remote gems, but check availability and opening hours in advance.



Divine Fermentation

Visit the sacred cellars of Sevenhill

In 1851, migrating Jesuit priests embarked on a sacred odyssey, laying the foundation for Sevenhill Cellars and, in turn, nurturing the roots of Clare Valley’s winemaking legacy. Their divine mission: crafting holy wine for the Eucharist. Today, the pursuit endures with Sevenhill remaining a revered supplier of Australia’s sacramental wine.

Beyond this calling, their cellar door, located 1.5km northeast of Sevenhill, presents an award-winning range of table wines that blend terroir and tradition in every glass. The Fortified and Chocolate experience, pairing Sevenhill’s Liqueur Verdelho, Classic Topaque and Fine Old Tawny with couverture chocolates from Coco Laura, is decadent.

Grab a Heritage Trail map and unfold the winery’s history on the hour-long walk. Discover one of the valley’s oldest vineyards, the underground cellar, cemetery, crypt and the impressive St Aloysius’ Church – a Gothic Revival masterpiece climbing high above the vines.
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St Aloysius Church, Sevenhill | FOTOARAY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ride Through the Riesling

Rails to trails in Clare Valley

Tracing the disused railway linking Auburn and Barinia, just north of Clare, the charming Riesling Trail weaves 33km through the valley’s central towns. Primed for two-wheeled exploration, the route’s hard-packed gravel gradients also accommodate wheelchairs and pram-pushers. The trail is a brisk two-hour pedal end to end, but it’s best at a leisurely pace. En route, relish quintessential Clare Valley moments like artisan cheese-and-wine pairings at Tim Adams Wines, chocolate and fortified delights at Sevenhill Cellars and gourmet grazing platters at O’Leary Walker Wines.

In Watervale, the exquisitely restored hotel is a notable highlight. This gastropub and its affiliated Penobscot Farm have won a slew of national and international awards while championing sustainability. Working closely with Ngadjuri Traditional Owners, they’re weaving regenerative and biodynamic land management back into Clare Valley’s soil and soul. Farm tours, wine masterclasses and chef’s table experiences make the Watervale Hotel a place to linger.

Beyond the trail’s immediate reach, dozens of fabulous wineries grace the hillscape – best explored by car or on foot via the Wine and Wilderness Trail.

Terroir Treks

Discover wineries off the main drag

On hikes through private estates, road reserves and dusty backroads, the newly minted Clare Valley Wine and Wilderness Trail delivers a 100km countryside ramble in six stages. You’ll discover 24 cellar doors, including valley favourites Kilikanoon, Skillogalee, Jeanneret, Jim Barry, Taylors, Paulett and Pikes. This trek is more boots than sneakers, traversing windswept ridgelines, sloping vineyards and untamed bushland, though the promise of a cosy cellar door at the end of each stage keeps you going.

The Auburn Wine Walk in the valley’s south offers an easier stroll, covering a handful of outstanding wineries in just over a kilometre.


FANS IN THE FIELD

As you move through the valley, you may notice lofty fans poking up between the vineyards. They aren’t for cooling, but have been designed to counteract the damaging effects of overnight frosts. Strategically deployed throughout the landscape, the fan’s rotating blades pull down the warmer air that blankets crops, shielding fragile buds from ice crystals and ensuring a more productive harvest. However, even with these silent sentinels spinning their magic, dreaded black frosts persist. In 2023, Clare Valley farmers faced a challenging harvest, with a lengthy late-spring event devastating low-lying regions.



Eating in the Clare Valley: Best Wineries

Mr Mick: Contemporary tapas-style dining in a refurbished stone distillery in Clare’s suburban sprawl. kitchen noon-3pm daily, from 6pm Fri $$

Skillogalee Winery: Boutique winery near Sevenhill offering top-notch drops paired with lazy lunches. kitchen 11.30am-3pm $$$

Paulett Wines: First-class seasonal plates and wine pairings served in Bush DeVine Winery Restaurant with sublime views. kitchen 11am-4pm $$$

Pikes Wines: Award-winning modern Australian menu celebrating regional flavours paired with wine. kitchen noon-3pm Thu-Sun, 6pm-9pm Sat $$$


The Burra Heritage Drive

A self-guided tour into pioneering history

Added to the National Heritage List in 2017, Burra, 40km northeast of Clare, is an enigmatic time capsule. Once the country’s largest inland settlement, the town flourished on the heels of its 1845 copper discovery, birthing Australia’s largest mine at the time and shaping the country’s mining legacy. The Burra Heritage Passport is an 11km self-guided drive, unlocking the mysteries of the Monster Mine, Redruth Gaol, Unicorn Brewery Cellars and the decaying Miner’s Dugout, as well as two atmospheric and suitably musty museums. The passport key, which opens 11 historic sites in total and includes a take-home handbook, can be collected from the Burra Visitor Information Centre.
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1880s Opulence

Discover Martindale Hall

Situated 3km south of Mintaro, the Georgian-style Martindale Hall emerges in vivid contrast to the hanging gums and parched ephemeral creeks that surround it. The Downton Abbey of the Aussie bush, it’s embellished with original furnishings, a grand blackwood staircase, a Mintaro-slate billiard table and an opulent smoking room.


BEST WINE TOURS IN THE CLARE VALLEY

Clare Valley Tours

Private and shared outings ranging from tastings and early settlement to the hardships endured by the Ngadjuri people.

Clare Valley Wine Tours

Seasoned local operators Tim and Bianca offer single-day and overnight tours and transfers between the valley’s premium wineries.

ExperienceSA

Private chauffeur offering four tastings, a gourmet lunch and convenient pick-up and drop-off from Clare, Barossa, or Adelaide.

Tour de Vines

Self-guided two-night cycle on the Riesling Trail, with lunches, tastings, accommodation and logistics arranged.

Clare Valley Walk

Inclusive or self-guided trek along the Clare Valley Wine and Wilderness Trail, crafted for hikers. Single- and multiday walks.



Eating in the Clare Valley: Our Picks

Olive Bus Clare: Quirky vintage bus with excellent coffee, brekkie and lunch in Clare’s outskirts. Child, pet and caravan-friendly. hours vary $

Sevenhill Hotel: Award-winning pub balancing classic fare and premium plates; a unique dining experience and extensive wine list. 11am-midnight $$

Watervale Hotel: Restored 150-year-old hotel featuring elegant degustation menus and paddock-to-plate sustainability. 11am-9pm $$$

Terroir Auburn: Seasonal set menus showcasing locally sourced, garden-fresh produce and a thoughtfully curated wine list. 6-8pm Wed-Sat $$$




Mount Gambier

LAKES & SINKHOLES | HERITAGE ARCHITECTURE | SWIMMING & CAVE DIVING
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Sprawled across the flatlands below an extinct volcano, Mount Gambier is the major service centre along South Australia’s lengthy Limestone Coast. On traditional Buandig lands, the town took shape in the mid-1800s as an agricultural and railroad hub. This history is writ large in the downtown streetscapes – there are some lovely historic buildings here, including rambling old country pubs and stately civic structures. But it’s not what’s above the streets that makes Mount Gambier so special: it’s the deep, mystical Blue Lake on the edge of town, the surprising sinkholes in the suburbs and the caves that worm their way through the limestone beneath the town. Back at ground level, you’ll also find good coffee, cafes, curries and hefty country feeds here, plus plenty of places to source a cold beer.


GETTING AROUND

Mount Gambier is a four-hour highway dash from Adelaide. You can shave a few hours with a flight to the regional airport. Or, if you don’t want to drive, Stateliner buses run from Adelaide most days – either via the highway or the more scenic coastal route. You can also take a V/Line bus over the border to/from Victoria, then link up with a Melbourne train. Other than the short hike uphill to the Blue Lake, Mount Gambier is flat, easy-walking terrain. Borrow a free bike from the visitor information centre.



[image: map]


SIGHTS

1 HMS Lady Nelson

2 Riddoch Arts and Cultural Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Cave Gardens

4 Engelbrecht Cave

SLEEPING

5 Colhurst House

6 Old Mount Gambier Gaol

EATING

7 Macs Hotel

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 Jens Town Hall Hotel

9 Mount Gambier Hotel

10 Woolstore Brewery

INFORMATION

see 1 Mount Gambier Visitor Information Centre
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Everyone wants to see the luminous cobalt colours of Mount Gambier’s famous Blue Lake, which turns big-time blue in the warmer months (December to May). But if you visit between April and November, the lake will look much like any other − a steely grey.



Volcanic Remnants

Caves, lakes and sinkholes

A couple of kilometres south of the city centre, Mount Gambier is a 5000-year-old volcanic cone that’s now filled with water – the big-ticket Blue Lake. This shimmering 75m-deep phenomenon turns an insane hue of blue during summer. Perplexed scientists think it has to do with calcite crystals suspended in the water that form at a faster rate during the warmer months. Loop around the crater rim on a super-scenic 3.6km trail.

The geologic awe continues at Cave Gardens, a 50m-deep sinkhole right in the middle of town, with the odd suicidal shopping trolley at the bottom. A short drive east is the Umpherston Sinkhole, an ivy-hung hollow surrounded by lumberyards. You could row a boat around here before the water table dropped some years ago, after an earthquake. Just west of town is Engelbrecht Cave, a meandering cave system extending beneath Jubilee Hwy and 19 local houses! Tours take you down to an underground lake.


Beneath the Waterline

Cave diving and cooling off

Exploring beyond town, the freely accessible Little Blue Lake (actually greenish) is 16km south of Mount Gambier – it’s a picture-perfect 45m-deep sinkhole with a swimming pontoon. Want to dive deeper? Nearby is Kilsby Sinkhole, a prime snorkelling spot on a private sheep farm. Further south near the coast are Ewens Ponds and Piccaninnie Ponds, both conservation parks where you can scuba dive into the chilly depths. Ask about bookings, tours and gear hire at the Mount Gambier Visitor Information Centre.

Out on the Street

Heritage architectural and art

Into architecture? Mount Gambier’s streets are lined with heritage shopfronts, halls and cavernous Victorian-era pubs, wrapped in wedding-cake ironwork balconies. An archi-essential here is the grand Romanesque Riddoch Arts and Cultural Centre, the town’s cultural pacemaker. Built as a theatre in 1906, it’s now home to one of Australia’s best regional art galleries, with exhibitions, installations and community displays. Check out the free Volcano movie here, too, telling the story of Mount G’s tumultuous past.

Drinking in Mount Gambier: Best For Beers

Mount Gambier Hotel: The main pub, on the main corner. For an easygoing beer, you can’t go wrong. 7.30am-late

Woolstore Brewery: Occupies (you guessed it) an old woolstore, backing onto an old railway-turned-parkland. 4-9pm Thu, noon-8pm Fri-Sun

Jens Town Hall Hotel: Time-warping Jens dates back to 1884 (interior design, somewhat more recent). Good for an unpretentious ale. 11am-late

Macs Hotel: A super renovation has elevated old Macs (1882); it now attracts Mount Gambier’s brightest young things. 9am-late




Beyond Mount Gambier
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Point your compass north of Mount Gambier and explore coastal towns, national parks and a bountiful wine region.


Between Adelaide and Mount Gambier is the Limestone Coast, a broad, olive-coloured span from the lower Murray River to the Victorian border. You can blow across these flatlands in under a day, but around here the delight is in the detail. Sidestep the main highway and take your time. Detour off-road to discover salty soaks, surf beaches and sequestered bays in Coorong National Park or sip cabernet sauvignon in Penola and the Coonawarra Wine Region. The photogenic fishing port of Robe is here too, with top places to eat and drink, as is the fossil-filled underworld of Narracoorte Caves National Park. History is everywhere – both natural and human. Time to create some of your own.

Places

Penola & the Coonawarra Wine Region

Naracoorte

Robe

Coorong National Park


GETTING AROUND

Driving between Adelaide and Mount Gambier, the Dukes Hwy (A8) is the most direct route, but the coastal Princes Hwy (B1) through Coorong National Park is infinitely more scenic. Stateliner buses ply these routes, stopping in Penola, Robe, Naracoorte and Meningie, but if you want to do some exploring, hiking or small-town lingering, having your own wheels is essential. Fuel-up in Kingston SE or Meningie before you enter the Coorong: there’s no petrol in between.



Penola & the Coonawarra Wine Region Time from MOUNT GAMBIER: 40 MINS [image: img]

Wine tasting in the Coonawarra

When it comes to spicy cabernet sauvignon, it’s just plain foolish to dispute the virtues of the Coonawarra Wine Region with its terra rossa (red earth) soils. Most of the Coonawarra wineries are strung out along the Riddoch Hwy, rolling north from Penola. There aren’t many tour operators here, so you’ll need a car (or at least a bicycle…or even better, someone else to drive) to get around the region’s 20-something cellar doors. Swing by the Penola Visitor Information Centre to pick up a wineries map.

Meet Australia’s first saint

Perky little Penola may be ground zero for Coonawarra wine tasting, but the town is also famous for its association with the Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred Heart, a Catholic order cofounded in 1866 by Australia’s first saint, Mary MacKillop. Dive into Mary’s story at the Mary MacKillop Interpretive Centre, a jaunty building with a gregarious entrance pergola. There’s oodles of saintly info, plus the Woods MacKillop Schoolhouse, the first school in Australia for children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.


Time-travel down Petticoat Lane

One of Penola’s first streets, narrow Petticoat Lane has a chequered history. From the mid-1880s into the early 1900s, this was the poor side of town, rife with exciting nocturnal pursuits that earned it the nicknames ‘Fun Alley’ and ‘Lovers Lane’. The local council turned a blind eye until 1935, when they voted to install bright street lights to calm the lane’s lusty urges. Most of the original buildings here have been razed, but urban archaeologists can still discover a few ramshackle timber-slab houses, red-gum timber kerbs, gnarly old trees and a heritage rose garden.

Naracoorte Time from MOUNT GAMBIER: 1¼ HRS [image: img]

Delve into fossil-filled caves

The World Heritage–listed limestone caves on the edge of Naracoorte draw a steady flow of visitors, in particular families. The discovery of an ancient fossilised marsupial here in 1969 raised palaeontological eyebrows around the world. David Attenborough even turned up to film his 1979 BBC series Life on Earth. Naracoorte Caves National Park now protects 28 limestone caves, including Alexandra Cave, curiously named Stick-Tomato Cave and Victoria Fossil Cave, all with bizarre stalactite and stalagmite formations. Ask which caves will best suit your family dynamic when you book. The Wonambi Fossil Centre at the main entrance zooms-in on fossil finds. Chase the kids down the ramp past grunting, life-sized reconstructions of extinct animals, including a marsupial lion, a giant echidna, Diprotodon australis (koala meets grizzly bear) and Megalania prisca – 500kg of bad-arse goanna.
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COONAWARRA’S BEST CELLAR DOORS

Bellwether Wines

An irreverent, arty cellar door in a stone 1868 shearing shed. Glamping accommodation available.

Brand’s Laira

A classy but homey winery, some parts of which date back to 1893. The rosé here is sweet summer heaven.

Majella Wines

The Majella family are fourth-generation Coonawarrans, so they know all about gutsy reds, like ‘The Musician’ shiraz-cabernet.

Rymill Coonawarra

Fronted by a statue of two rebellious steeds, Rymill rocks the boat by turning out super sauvignon blanc.

Zema Estate

A steadfast, traditional winery started by the Zema family in the 1980s. Low-key, with a handmade vibe.



Eating In Penola: Our Picks

Pipers of Penola: A classy, intimate dining room inside a 1908 church. Superb seasonal fare and wine list. 6-9pm Wed-Sat, 8.30-11am Sun $$$

Royal Oak Penola: A huge tartan-carpeted dining room serving upmarket pub grub – burgers, curries and schnitzels. noon-2.30pm & 5.30-8.30pm $$

Ottelia: Off the highway north of town, metal-and-glass Ottelia is one of SA’s best restaurants. Super share plates and pizzas. 11am-3pm Thu-Mon $$

Upstairs at Hollick: Sit on this winery verandah on a warm afternoon for dining with vine views and Hollick wines. noon-2.30pm daily, 6-8.30pm Sat $$$

Robe Time from MOUNT GAMBIER: 1½ HRS [image: img]

Wander limestone streetscapes

Robe is a cherubic little fishing port and holiday hotspot for Adelaidians and Melburnians alike. The sign saying ‘Drain L Outlet’ as you roll into town doesn’t promise much, but history buffs are in for a treat: Robe’s heritage-listed limestone buildings date from the 1840s to 1870s. The Caledonian Inn is a stately two-storey stone pub on the main street, built in 1858. Smaller but no less appealing is the upstanding little 1863 Customs House, now a nautical and local history museum. Out on Cape Dombey, 2km west of town, the ruins of Robe’s Old Gaol are slowly eroding under the sun and salt. Built from local limestone in 1861, it wasn’t the most secure of lock-ups: two prisoners escaped by tunnelling through the walls with a metal hook. The holes were plugged with metal plates salvaged from shipwrecks.

Explore the coastline

Robe’s frayed limestone shores make for a spectacular stroll, particularly when the Southern Ocean waves are surging into Guichen Bay. After there were 30 shipwrecks here in 1835 alone, Robe’s iconic red-and-white Obelisk was erected atop the cliffs on Cape Dombey. From here, rockets were launched out to stricken ships, carrying lifelines back to the shore. The cliffs are steadily eroding beneath the Obelisk: how long it will remain standing is anyone’s guess.

Back in town, Robe’s small town beach has safe swimming, while Long Beach (2km east) is good for surfing, sailboarding and lazy days. Ask at the Robe Visitor Information Centre on where to swim.

The road to Cape Jaffa

To taste some smooth SA shiraz, check out the emerging terra rossa Mount Benson Wine Region just north of Robe on the road to Cape Jaffa. There are around 20 wineries here, five with cellar doors. Cape Jaffa Wines is the pick of the bunch, with a lovely hilltop stone tasting room, recycled timbers and unpretentious vibes.

A short hop further north, Cape Jaffa is a loose affiliation of beach shacks and rusty fish-freezer sheds, dominated by a huge artificial anchorage almost completely devoid of boats. A few gregarious marina-side houses herald a more buoyant future, which still seems a long way off.
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Cape Jaffa | WESTEND61/GETTY IMAGES ©


THE LONG WALK TO BALLARAT

Robe set up shop as a fishing port in 1846 and is one of SA’s earliest settlements. During the 1850s gold rush in Victoria, Robe boomed when the Victorian government whacked a $10-per-head tax on Chinese gold miners arriving to work the goldfields. Thousands of Chinese miners dodged the tax by landing at Robe in SA, then walking the 400km to Bendigo and Ballarat in Victoria; 16,500 arrived between 1856 and 1858, with 10,000 in 1857 alone. But the arrivals stalled soon after, when the SA government instituted its own tax on the Chinese. The ‘Chinamen’s wells’ along their route (including one in the Coorong) can still be seen today, as can a memorial to the Chinese arrivals on the Robe foreshore.



Eating In Robe: Our Picks

Robe Seafood: A takeaway hotspot, full of families ordering crumbed calamari, burgers and steak sandwiches. noon-7.30pm $

Union Cafe: Unionise your hangover – big cooked breakfasts, punchy coffee, pancakes, omelettes and fat slabs of carrot cake. 6.30am-3pm $

Olive’s: Pizza time? Olive knows you’re hungry, serving decadent discs, plates of halloumi, Italian meatballs and pastas. 11am-8pm $$

Mahalia Coffee: Visit Mahalia’s coffee-roasting rooms for a strong flat white, a NYC-style bagel or a salted caramel slice. 8.30am-4pm $

The Lagoons of Coorong National Park Time from MOUNT GAMBIER: 1¾ HRS [image: img]

Detours into the wetlands

In Ngarrindjeri Country, the fecund Coorong National Park is a lagoon landscape curving along the coast for 145km between Kingston in the south and Meningie in the north. A complex series of soaks and salt pans, it’s separated from the sea by the chunky dunes of the Younghusband Peninsula. More than 200 waterbird species thrive here.

The Princes Hwy scuttles through the Coorong, but you can’t see much from the road. For a deep dive, take the 13km unsealed Coorong Scenic Drive. Signed as Seven Mile Rd, it starts 10km southwest of Meningie off the Narrung Rd and takes you right into the landscape, with its stinky lagoons, sea mists, rusty fishing shanties, formation-flying pelicans, black swans and wild emus. The road rejoins the Princes Hwy 10km south of Meningie.

With a 4WD you can access Ninety Mile Beach, a well-known surf-fishing spot. The easiest ocean access point is 3km off the Princes Hwy at the 42 Mile Crossing, 19km south of Salt Creek.


STORM BOY

Based on the 1964 Colin Thiele novel of the same name, Storm Boy is a much-loved 1976 film about a young boy’s friendship with a pelican called Mr Percival, and his difficult relationship with his reclusive father. Filmed around the Coorong and in nearby Goolwa, the film propelled 11-year-old Greg Rowe and Aboriginal actor David Gulpilil to stardom, and ushered-in a golden age of Australian cinema. Storm Boy was remade in 2019, but to lesser acclaim: if you want to get a feel for Coorong National Park before you get there, sit down in front of the 1976 version and take in the scenery. Pleasingly, Mr Percival lived to the ripe old age of 33, and died at the Adelaide Zoo in 2009.



Drinking in Robe: Our Picks

Black Swan: Elbowing-out a niche between Robe’s pubs and cafes, Black Swan is a savvy small bar serving cocktails and tapas. 2pm-late

Robe Town Brewery: Old-fangled methods lead to creative ales – try the hearty Shipwreck Stout. noon-5pm Sun & Tue-Thu, to late Fri, to 6pm Sat

Caledonian Inn: This atmospheric main-street boozer is perfect for a pint, live tunes or a pub meal (good chowder). 11am-late

Robe Hotel: Right on the shore, Robe Hotel is older than it looks (1847). Sport on the big screens, cold Coopers in your glass. 10am-11pm




Yorke Peninsula

MINING HERITAGE | SEASIDE TOWNS | COASTAL WILDERNESS
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Narungga Country since time immemorial, the boot-shaped Yorke Peninsula has more recently become prime holiday terrain for beach-bound Adelaideans: sandy towns with caravan parks abound. Come for a weekend, stay a while longer…

For history buffs, the northwestern end of ‘Yorkes’ has a trio of towns called the Copper Triangle: Moonta (the mine), Wallaroo (the smelter) and Kadina (the service town). Settled by Cornish miners, this area drove the regional economy following a copper boom in the 1860s, and this is still the peninsula’s commercial heartland. Strewn with industrial relics and heritage stone buildings, it’s an architectural and archaeological wonderland.

In the big-sky country to the east and south, things are much more agricultural and laid-back, with rolling wheat fields, sleepy holiday hubs, remote surf breaks, wandering wildlife and an empty coastline – including isolated Dhilba Guuranda-Innes National Park on the pointy end of the boot.


GETTING AROUND

The Yorke Peninsula is an easy drive northwest of Adelaide; figure on two hours to reach its northern areas. Driving under your own steam is certainly the best way to get around here, but the peninsula is long and thin – don’t expect to get too far down its length on a day trip. Roads here are uncrowded and super scenic. Yorke Peninsula Coaches runs buses between Adelaide and the main towns. Hire a bike at Copper Trails Bike Hire in Moonta for touring the town and copper-mine ruins.
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SIGHTS

1 Dhilba Guuranda-Innes National Park

2 Hughes Enginehouse

3 Inneston

4 Miner’s Cottage

5 Moonta Mines Museum

6 Moonta Mines National Heritage Area

7 Richmans Enginehouse

8 Stansbury

SLEEPING

9 Point Turton Caravan Park

10 Yondah Beach House

EATING

11 Coffee Deluxe

12 Marion Bay Tavern

13 Smelter

14 Taste the Yorke

15 Vincent the Providore

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16 Barley Stacks Wines

see 8 Dalrymple Bar & Restaurant

17 Sunny Hill Distillery

18 Watsacowie Brewing Company

SHOPPING

19 Old Sweet Shop

INFORMATION

see 11 Copper Coast Visitor Information Centre

20 Moonta Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Spencer Gulf Searoad vehicle ferry sails between Wallaroo on the Yorke Peninsula and Lucky Bay on the Eyre Peninsula, a two-hour drive north of Port Lincoln. The two-hour one-way voyage shaves 350km and several long hours off the rather uninspiring drive.



Into the Copper Triangle

Heritage-listed copper mines

When copper was discovered near Kadina in 1859, mining fever swept across the northern Yorke Peninsula. Moonta followed Kadina’s lead in 1861, when a local shepherd discovered a copper-lined wombat burrow. Cornish miners arrived in the thousands: by 1870, Moonta was the second-biggest town in SA after Adelaide, and the Moonta copper mine was the richest in Australia. Wallaroo completed the ‘Copper Triangle’ with its huge copper smelter.

These days, Kadina (ka-dee-na) is a sprawling service town with some impressive copper-era civic buildings. Wallaroo is a major grain port and fishing town: the shiny Copper Cove Marina is full of expensive boats, there are plenty of pubs and the pubs are full of drinkers. Moonta calls itself ‘Australia’s Little Cornwall’ and maintains a faded glory. The Moonta Mines National Heritage Area on the edge of town makes for an interesting few hours of archaeological exploration.

Pick up a map at the Moonta Visitor Information Centre and go for a wander. Highlights include the Moonta Mines Museum, once a grand school with 1100 pupils; the sugary Old Sweet Shop across the road; and a fully restored Miner’s Cottage. The amazing Richmans Enginehouse and Hughes Enginehouse are towering stone structures rising above the sandy scrub. And if you’re here in May in an odd-numbered year, Kernewek Lowender, aka the Copper Coast Cornish Festival, plates up plenty of hot pasties.

Eating on Yorkes: Our Picks

Coffee Deluxe: A bohemian coffee bunker in Kadina, with retro furniture and ace cakes. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, to 1pm Sat, 8am-noon Sun $

Smelter: In Wallaroo, rock ‘n’ roll Smelter plates-up big breakfasts, vegan tofu scrambles, steak sandwiches and proper coffee. 7am-3pm Tue-Sun $$

Dalrymple Bar & Restaurant: The rebranded Dalrymple Hotel in Stansbury is still serving excellent pub-style meals. 11.30am-2pm, 5.30-8pm $$

Vincent the Providore: A cheery little waterfront cafe in Port Vincent, heaving with croissants and muffins. Wine too! 8am-4pm $


Beach Town Perfection

Take a break in Stansbury

Towardss the southern end of the peninsula’s east coast, little Stansbury is the kind of place you come for a weekend, and then end up buying a beach house. The town has everything you might conceivably need for a holiday: a beach, jetty, caravan park, visitor centre, pub, takeaway shop, golf course, Norfolk Island pines swaying in the breeze...oh, and a neat little history museum in the old schoolhouse. A very summery package.

End-of-Land Wilderness

Explore Dhilba Guuranda-Innes National Park

The Yorke Peninsula’s south coast – the bottom of the boot – is largely sheltered from the Southern Ocean’s fury by Kangaroo Island – but the surf does reach the coast at far-flung Dhilba Guuranda-Innes National Park. Expect tumultuous shores, quirky industrial history and sheer cliffs plunging into indigo waters. The abandoned gypsum-mining town of Inneston is a real curio – home to 200 people in the early 1900s, but zero by 1970 – while the best surf breaks are at Pondalowie Bay, one of SA’s better-known surf spots. Ospreys, emus, kangaroos (and in summer, flies) abound. Want to stay a while? The park has eight bushy camp sites, plus seven self-contained heritage lodges at Inneston.

Walk the Yorke

The long-distance Yorke Peninsula trail

Got a spare few weeks on your hands? Reduce your carbon footprint and leave your own footprints as you Walk the Yorke – an interconnected 500km network of 16 coastal walking and cycling trails around the Yorke Peninsula. Along the coast between Port Wakefield in the peninsula’s northeast and Moonta Bay in the northwest, you’ll traverse spectacular beaches, limestone cliffs, farmland, saltpans and local streets. BYO endurance and willpower – propped-up by the knowledge that you’re experiencing Yorke Peninsula in a sustainable way. Check the Copper Coast Visitor Information Centre in Kadina for detailed planning notes, including accommodation.


THE PENINSULA FINGER

Something strange happens below a certain latitude on the Yorke Peninsula (and, interestingly, on the adjacent Eyre Peninsula): drivers in oncoming vehicles consistently raise their index fingers from their steering wheels in cheery acknowledgement of your passing. It’s a country courtesy, as if to say, ‘Hello there! Good to see you driving along this same sunny road today!’ Stew in city-side cynicism and ignore them if you want, or slip into a country state of mind and see who can deliver the Peninsula Finger first. You’ll cruise happily across Yorkes, making new friends and spreading goodwill along the highways and byways.




MORE COPPER COUNTRY

For more 1800s copper mining ruins around SA, head to atmospheric Burra, near the Clare Valley wine country, or to isolated little Blinman in the Flinders Ranges.



Drinking on Yorkes: Our Picks

Watsacowie Brewing Company: The bar food at this beer shed in Minlaton is almost as good as the red ale. 11am-6pm Wed, Thu, Sat & Sun, to 7pm Fri

Barley Stacks Wines: South of Maitland, Barley Stacks occupies a big tin shed with a rustic bar. Occasional live tunes and pizza. 10am-5pm

Sunny Hill Distillery: On a hilltop near Arthurton, this farmhouse distillery has views to complement its spirits and liqueurs. 11am-4pm Thu, to 6pm Fri-Sun

Marion Bay Tavern: Surveying the bay, this glass-fronted tavern is a top spot for a sundowner or two. All-day wood-fired pizzas. 11am-late




Port Lincoln

WILDLIFE | COASTAL WILDERNESS | LOCAL HISTORY


[image: jpg]

On Banggarla Country overlooking broad Boston Bay on the southern end of the Eyre Peninsula, prosperous Port Lincoln is the ‘Tuna Capital of the World’. It’s a raffish fishing town a long way from anywhere, but the vibe here is energetic – dare we say progressive! Tuna dollars underpin local society, both fuelling and funding the town’s ambitions. Australia’s largest commercial fishing fleet is bobbing in the marina, and it’s said that there are more millionaires per capita here than anywhere else in the country. The grassy foreshore is perennially busy, and there are some great old pubs, eateries and aquatic activities to keep you out of trouble. Look forward to fresh seafood at every opportunity...and not just tuna. The local whiting, kingfish, flathead, mussels, abalone and squid are excellent, and slurping oysters is de rigueur.


GETTING AROUND

Port Lincoln is a seven-hour drive from Adelaide. Save a few hours of highway time by hopping on the Spencer Gulf Searoad ferry from Wallaroo on the Yorke Peninsula. Stateliner has daily buses from Adelaide to Port Lincoln. Quickest of all is the 50-minute flight from Adelaide to Port Lincoln Airport, 14km north of town, with either Regional Express or Qantas. The big-name car-hire companies operate here. Most rates include a certain distance in the price, with a price per additional kilometre on top.
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SIGHTS

1 Axel Stenross Maritime Museum

2 Port Lincoln Railway Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Calypso Star Charters

SLEEPING

4 Pier Hotel

5 Port Lincoln YHA

EATING

6 Del Giorno’s

7 Ethical Kitchen

8 Fresh Fish Place

9 Marina Hotel

10 Rogue & Rascal

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 5 Beer Garden Brewing

11 Boston Bay Wines

12 Jump Ship Brewing

13 West Coast Distilling Co

INFORMATION

see 10 Port Lincoln Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

You can shell out top dollar for oysters in a restaurant, but why not pick up a dozen at straight-off-the-boat prices? Head to the Fresh Fish Place on the south side of town, or drive 30 minutes to nearby Coffin Bay.



Clamber along Broken Shores

Experience the wilderness at Lincoln National Park and Whalers Way

Like the Limestone Coast in the southeast of the state, the shorelines around Port Lincoln (and heading further west towards Ceduna) are craggy and strewn with caves, chasms and grinding surf. Around 13km south of Port Lincoln, sea-salty Lincoln National Park is no exception: here you’ll find roaming emus, roos, brush-tailed bettongs and lazy goannas, set against safe swimming coves, sheer cliffs, vast dunes and pounding surf beaches. Migrating southern right whales cruise past between May and October. Check in with the Port Lincoln Visitor Information Centre, who can advise on cottage accommodation and bush camping in the park. Also in this neck of the woods, Whalers Way is an improbably scenic 14km coastal drive featuring blowholes, cliffs, islands, rockpools and crevasses on a remote spit of private land, starting 32km southwest of Port Lincoln. Ever seen a 2.6-billion-year-old rock? Here’s your chance. You can camp here too. Contact the visitor centre for permits.
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Emus, Lincoln National Park | LYNDONOK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Ocean Deep

Meet sea lions and sharks

Boston Bay is a vast body of water, three times the size of Sydney Harbour. And with this much water to live in (and this much fish to eat), it’s no surprise that the local sea lion and great white shark populations are thriving. In fact, Port Lincoln has become synonymous with sharks: the scariest scenes in Jaws were filmed here. Local operator Calypso Star Charters can take you out for a meet-and-greet. Full-day trips to the nearby Neptune Islands involve immersing yourself in a sturdy steel cage as the big toothy fish glide past (it’s cheaper if you just watch nervously from the boat). Five-hour trips swimming with sea lions are also available. It’s worth noting that research suggests that human interaction with sea mammals potentially alters their behavioural and breeding patterns.


Rainy-Day Diversions

Local art and museums

If the clouds open up while you’re here, don’t despair: there are a few good distractions around town that’ll keep your head dry. Chart Port Lincoln’s history of boat-building, sailing and whaling at the tin-shed Axel Stenross Maritime Museum on the shores of Boston Bay, just north of town (look for the marooned 1946 tug Nabilla by the highway). It’s named after a super-capable Finnish seaman who lived here from 1927 to 1980. Back in town, the Port Lincoln Railway Museum occupies the noble heritage-listed Port Lincoln railway station building (1927) and an adjacent freight shed. This trainspotters, paradise shines a light on how this vast peninsula was opened up by rail expansion in the early 1900s. Or head for Boston Bay Wines on the northern outskirts of town: they do a mean merlot and a great white sauvignon blanc, in keeping with the local aquatic fauna. The lovely verandah here is the place to sit and sip.


PORT LINCOLN: ALMOST ADELAIDE

British explorer Matthew Flinders sailed the HMS Investigator into Boston Bay on 25 February 1802, planted the flag for King George III and named the place Port Lincoln, after his home county of Lincolnshire. Flinders’ French rival Nicolas Baudin showed up a couple of months later and named it Port Champagny, but Flinders’ name stuck. In 1836, esteemed surveyor Colonel William Light was looking for a decent place to build the new South Australian capital. Kangaroo Island was looking good, as was Port Lincoln, with its vast harbour. But Light noted the absence of a free-flowing river on the craggy islands offshore and decided the surrounding hills were infertile. Adelaide got the gig.



Eating & Drinking in Port Lincoln: Our Picks

Rogue & Rascal: A convincing impersonation of a big-city cafe, with good coffee, beer and wine. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, to 1pm Sat & Sun $

Del Giorno’s: The busiest eatery in town – big breakfasts and top-notch pizzas and seafood. 7.30am-late Mon-Sat, from 8.30am Sun $$

Ethical Kitchen: An unexpected vegan and zero-waste cafe on a side street. 9am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 2pm Sat, 11am-2pm Sun $

Marina Hotel: Out by the fishing fleet, this mod-looking pub dishes out hefty breakfasts, pastas, steaks and loads of good seafood. 8am-8.30pm $$

Beer Garden Brewing: Does wood-oven pizzas, burgers, live tunes, Oyster Stout and Cage Diver IPA. noon-8pm Thu & Sun, to 10pm Fri & Sat

West Coast Distilling Co: Excellent local gin inside a fabulous art-deco railway building. 8am-8pm Wed Thu & Sun, to 10pm Fri & Sat

Jump Ship Brewing: Jump ship to Port Lincoln’s industrial back streets for 10 crafty taps and tapas. noon-10pm Wed-Sat, to 8pm Sun

Pier Hotel: The best pub on the waterfront, the art-deco Pier has bountiful beer, live music and reliable seafood. 8am-late




Beyond Port Lincoln
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The Eyre Peninsula is about the same size as Uruguay or Florida. Port Lincoln is just the beginning.


The Eyre Peninsula is home terrain for three Aboriginal tribal groups: the Banggarla, Nawu and Wirangu peoples. This is South Australia’s big sky country – an endless straw-coloured triangle patterned with wheat fields and fringed with oyster farms, fishing towns, limestone cliffs and wild beaches. Get behind the wheel to go beyond Port Lincoln: Port Augusta is the ‘Crossroads of Australia’, where the desert meets the sea; unhurried Coffin Bay is an oyster-obsessed holiday town; and Streaky Bay is where you can experience the divine pleasures of doing not very much at all. Or you can continue along the west coast to frontier-like Ceduna, the launchpad for whale-watching adventures and further oyster delights.

Places

Port Augusta

Coffin Bay

Streaky Bay

Ceduna & the Far West


GETTING AROUND

Like most of SA, self-driving is the best way to explore the peninsula. Roads here are long, straight and often empty. Getting here is a journey in itself: drive from Adelaide (Port Augusta is a 3½-hour dash); fly into Port Lincoln or Ceduna; catch the bus; or take the vehicle ferry from the Yorke Peninsula. The famous Ghan and Indian Pacific trains also stop at Port Augusta en route to destinations north and west, respectively.



Port Augusta Time from Port Lincoln: 3½ HRS [image: img]

Desert life at the Arid Lands Botanic Garden

Nooked into the Eyre Peninsula’s northeast corner, Port Augusta is right on the edge of the desert, where plant species have to be resilient to survive. Get the vegetative low-down a couple of kilometres north of town at the excellent (and free!) Australian Arid Lands Botanic Garden. Expect 250 hectares of sandhills, clay flats and desert fauna and flora, fronting onto the slender upper reaches of the Spencer Gulf. Explore on your own – established walking trails run from 500m to 4.5km – or take a guided tour. There’s a cafe here for post-walk rejuvenation.

Coffin Bay Time from Port Lincoln: 30 MINS [image: img]

Oyster farm tours

If you don’t like oysters, Coffin Bay mightn’t be for you – these slippery bivalves are the town’s culinary lifeblood. Take a 90-minute tour with Oyster Farm Tours to see what all the fuss is about. Wade into the water, harvest your own native Angasi oysters and learn to shuck ‘em, sitting on a semi-submerged tour deck called the ‘Salt Water Pavilion’. Other tours (peak holiday periods only) involve a morning glass of Adelaide Hills sparkling wine and half-a-dozen oysters. What’s not to like? The Oyster HQ cafe is here too.

Into Coffin Bay National Park

A ragged peninsula jutting into the ocean west of Coffin Bay, wild Coffin Bay National Park is overrun with seabirds, roos, emus and fat goannas. Access for conventional vehicles is limited: you can get to picturesque Point Avoid (with coastal lookouts, rocky cliffs, good surf and passing whales) and Yangie Bay (arid-looking rocky landscapes and walking trails), but otherwise you’ll need a 4WD. There are some isolated campsites within the park, generally with dirt-road access. Before there were roads here, dirt or otherwise, this was Barngarla and Nauo Country for millennia. Ancient shell middens and stone fish traps are protected within the park: look but don’t touch.

Streaky Bay Time from Port Lincoln: 3 HRS [image: img]

Dangle a line off the jetty

The town of Streaky Bay actually faces onto Blanche Port, rather than Streaky Bay itself – but that’s just a cartographic detail. Both the town and bay take their names from the streaks of seaweed that Matthew Flinders spied as he sailed by in 1802. Visible at low tide, this seagrass attracts ocean critters and the bigger critters that eat them − meaning first-class fishing. Head to Killas Streaky Bay for all the fishing gear, bait and advice you could possibly need, then wander down to the jetty. No nibbles? Splash into the protected swimming enclosure here, safe in the knowledge that anything resembling the 5m plastic white pointer shark inside Streaky Bay Roadhouse won’t get you (the original version of this life-size replica was reeled-in off Streaky Bay in 1990).

Rugged rocks and coastlines

Not much of a fishing day? Then get a feel for the local geology on the 38km Cape Bauer Loop Scenic Drive, a dirt-road diversion beyond the wheat fields north of town. This scenic detour ventures into windswept, end-of-the-world dune country – islands, beaches, reefs, blowholes, crumbling limestone cliffs and the endless churning ocean. Pick up a map at the Streaky Bay Visitor Information Centre.

For other local rock stars, drive further down the road to Point Labatt, about 40km southeast of Streaky Bay. Here you’ll find the globular Murphy’s Haystacks, an improbable congregation of ‘inselbergs’ − colourful, weather-sculpted granite outcrops that have been standing here for an estimated 1.5 billion years.
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Murphy’s Haystacks | CHITRANG4875/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


COFFIN BAY’S BACKSTORY

Coffin Bay takes its deathly sounding name from Sir Isaac Coffin (1759–1839), an admiral in the Royal Navy. Coffin had a nose for trouble (at various times he was dismissed from his ship, court-martialled and booted out of the navy...before being reinstated) and was a rather progressive fellow, changing his surname to Coffin-Greenly after he married Elizabeth Greenly in 1811. He was also brave, once diving overboard to save a crew member who had fallen into the Thames. Coffin injured himself in the rescue, perhaps prompting his move to become a Member of Parliament in 1818. For more Coffin connectivity, visit surf-battered Greenly Beach, 40km north of Coffin Bay.



Eating in Port Augusta: Top Picks

Archers’ Table: Great coffee, happy staff, wine and excellent Reuben sandwiches. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, 8am-2pm Sat, 8am-noon Sun $$

Gottabe Fish & Pizza: Home-spun pizzas, burgers, salads and fish ‘n’ chips – the best takeaway in town. 11am-9pm $

Standpipe: The main lure at this sprawling motel is the in-house North Indian restaurant. Decent breakfasts too. 7-9am & 5.30-8.30pm $$

Hotel Augusta: Port Augusta’s best pub meals are at this 1883 beauty, across the river from town. Steaks and prawns aplenty. noon-2pm & 6-8pm $$

Ceduna & the Far West Time from Port Lincoln: 4 HRS [image: img]

Too many oysters? We think not

Like Coffin Bay, Ceduna is big on oysters. If you’re passing through in late September or early October, check out Ceduna Oysterfest, the undisputed king of Australian oyster parties. Throughout the rest of the year you can pick up a box of freshly shucked molluscs from the Ceduna Oyster Barn. Head for the foreshore, or sit on the rooftop under an umbrella and watch the road trains rumble in from WA.

Whale watching at Head of Bight

It’s 480km from Ceduna to the Western Australian border. After about 265km you’ll arrive at the turn-off to the spectacular Bunba Cliffs at Head of Bight – literally at the head of the vast Great Australian Bight. The viewing platforms, ramps and boardwalks here – all built to accommodate wheelchair access – overlook a major southern right whale breeding ground, where whales migrate from Antarctica. Between May and October there’s a very good chance of spying some cavorting just offshore. Check with the Ceduna Visitor Information Centre before you make the trek: they have up-to-date info on whale sightings.
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Great Australian Bight | PHILIP THURSTON/GETTY IMAGES ©


WHY I LOVE STREAKY BAY

[image: jpg]

Charles Rawlings-Way, Lonely Planet writer

Rolling into ‘Streaky’, I exhale deeply: this town always has a soporific, slow-down effect on me. Here on the remote western Eyre Peninsula, it’s east to redress your urban overload. Simple questions take priority: which cafe for your morning coffee? Will you head to the pub for lunch or dinner? Maybe both? And will the whiting be biting down at the jetty? If not, there’ll be time to finish your trashy airport crime novel, have an afternoon snooze or just take a languid stroll along the shore. Streaky Bay is built for doing not very much at all, and doing it extremely well.



Eating in Coffin Bay: Top Picks

Oyster HQ: Devour oysters, tapas, chowder and cake in the best position in town. 10am-7.30pm Tue-Sat, to 6.30pm Sun & Mon $$

1802 Oyster Bar: A snappy-looking place serving excellent seafood, pastas and oysters. noon-3pm Wed-Sun, 6-8.30m Wed-Sat $$$

Coffin Bay Yacht Club: Fish ‘n’ chips, schnitzels and steaks – totally unpretentious and kid-friendly. 6-8pm Wed, Fri & Sat $$

Coffin Bay Hotel: Hang out with the tradies and fisherfolk at the ‘pub in the scrub’, serving beer-friendly classics. noon-2pm & 6-8pm $$


GULLIVER’S TRAVELS IN CEDUNA

According to the map coordinates in Jonathan Swift’s famous 1726 novel Gulliver’s Travels, the islands of St Peter and St Francis, a few kilometres off the coast of Ceduna in the Nuyts Archipelago, are where the tiny folk of Lilliput reside. It’s likely Swift drew inspiration from the adventures of 158 Dutch sailors aboard the Het Gulden Seepaart, a Dutch East India Co ship that navigated these waters in 1627. Take a drive or a walk out to Pinky Point Lookout in Thevenard, Ceduna’s weather-beaten port suburb, and squint towardss the southern horizon. St Peter Island might be visible, though the Lilliputians certainly aren’t...but wouldn’t life be dull without a little bit of imagination?



Eating in Streaky Bay: Top Picks

Drift: The Drift overlooks the bay from its sunny wrap-around deck. Oysters, salads and big breakfasts. 8.30am-2pm daily, 6-8pm Wed-Sat $$

Streaky Bay Hotel: Streaky’s red-brick 1866 pub is great for a beer, a steak or a hefty schnitzel. 7-9am, noon-2pm & 6-8.30pm $$

Funk’d: The best coffee in town is at Funk’d, inside a beautiful heritage shopfront. Good bagels and jaffles too. 8am-2pm Mon-Sat $

Fish Fix: On the footpath outside Streaky Bay Marine Products, Fish Fix caravan has fab fish ‘n’ chips. 11.30am-2pm Wed-Sat, 5.30-8pm Fri Oct-Mar $




Flinders Ranges

MOUNTAIN WILDERNESS | HISTORIC TOWNS | COUNTRY PUBS
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Known simply as the Flinders, this ancient mountain range is an iconic South Australian environment. Jagged peaks and escarpments rise up north of Port Pirie and track 400km north to Mt Hopeless. The colours here are remarkable: as the day stretches out, the mountains shift from mauve mornings to midday chocolates and ochre-red sunsets. Emus wander across roads; yellow-footed rock wallabies bound from boulder to fossil-filled boulder. Come for the wilderness, stay for the county hospitality: there are some cracking good country pubs here, down below the ridgelines.

The northern Flinders Ranges are home terrain for the Adnyamathanha people, who traditionally prized these peaks for their red ochre deposits, used in medicines and rituals. The southern Flinders Ranges are home to different groups: the Nukunu around Port Pirie extending up to Quorn, and the Ngadjuri around Peterborough and Orroroo.
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GETTING AROUND

Exploring the Flinders under your own steam or on a guided tour are the best ways to go. Forget about bike-hire: it’s too hot, and the town-to-town distances are too huge. The major roads into Quorn, Hawker, Wilpena Pound, Parachilna and the Southern Ranges towns are sealed, but most of the others are gravel (fine in a regular car if you take it slow). Check unsealed road conditions with the Department for Infrastructure and Transport or call the Outback Road Report (1300 361 033) – there are often road closures after rain.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ikara-Flinders Ranges National Park

SIGHTS

2 Brewery Tree

3 Giant Gum Tree

4 Heritage Blinman Mine

5 Jacka Brothers Brewery

6 Melrose Heritage Museum

7 Mt Remarkable National Park

8 Nilpena Ediacara National Park

9 Port Germein Jetty

see 23 Railway Tce

10 Steamtown Heritage Rail Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Over The Edge

SLEEPING

12 Hawker Hotel-Motel

13 North Star Hotel

14 Prairie Hotel

15 Rawnsley Park Station

16 Wilpena Pound Resort

EATING

see 12 Flinders Food Co

see 4 Miners Crib Cafe Bakery

see 4 North Blinman Hotel

see 15 Woolshed Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 Cradock Hotel

18 Flinders Gin

19 Mount Remarkable Hotel

INFORMATION

20 Port Pirie Regional Tourism & Arts Centre
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Don’t underestimate the desert. Drive times can be lengthy, so pack plenty of water and ensure your vehicle can handle highway heat.





Southern Ranges Rambler

Country and coastal towns

Port Pirie is the gateway to the Southern Ranges – a big industrial town with a rich history and some lovely old buildings. Stock up on supplies, then stretch your legs along the enormous 1881 timber jetty at Port Germein, 27km further north, jagging 1532m into the Spencer Gulf.

Enter the Southern Ranges proper 40km inland from Port Pirie at little Laura, which emerges from the wheat fields like Superman’s Smallville – all civic pride and 1950s decency. The long geranium-adorned main street has a florist, chemist, chocolate shop, post office…and even a shoe shop!

Peterborough, 80km inland from Laura, is a characterful place. It was a former service town for SA Railways trains, with a time-tunnel main street lined with shopfronts, rickety verandahs and big stone pubs. There were 100 steam trains a day running through Peterborough in 1923: check out the Steamtown Heritage Rail Centre in the old rail depot.

Hard-to-pronounce Orroroo is a a snoozy farming town 36km southeast of Peterborough. What was happening here 500 years ago? If the giant gum tree (Eucalyptus camaldulensis) just west of town could talk, it’d be able to give you a first-hand account.

Heritage Intensive

Small town sweetheart

Founded in 1853, the oldest town in the Flinders Ranges is picture-perfect Melrose. Snug in the elbow of 960m Mt Remarkable, Melrose offers a sublime mix of well-preserved architecture, two good old pubs, quality accommodation, mountain-bike trails and parks with actual grass (you won’t see much of this further north). Spend a day wandering the streets and take in the local heritage. The History of Melrose brochure has the low-down on the old buildings around town, including the towering stone Jacka Brothers Brewery in the backstreets. The amazing 300-year-old Brewery Tree is here too. Further down the main street is the Melrose Heritage Museum, occupying an old courthouse (1862) and Melrose’s former police HQ – from where the local cops once patrolled as far as the Northern Territory! Then, as the sun sets behind Mt Remarkable, pick a pub, order a cold brew and ask yourself: ‘Is this SA’s most appealing small town?’


GOYDER’S LINE

Just off Main North Rd 3km north of Melrose is a monument heralding the presence of Goyder’s Line. In 1865, George Woodroffe Goyder drew an imaginary line across the map of SA, delineating drought-prone land to the north and agriculturally viable land (with more than 10 inches of annual rain) to the south. The line arcs up from the Victorian border through Burra and Orroroo, darts down through Melrose, across the top of the Yorke Peninsula and slices off the Eyre Peninsula about halfway down. Over time, George W’s estimations have proved reliable – farmers ignored his advice at their peril. But all this was before climate change. Where would he draw the line today?



Remarkable Mt Remarkable

Bike and hike on this marvelous peak

Steep, jagged Mt Remarkable National Park rises 960m above Melrose like a protective overlord. Wildlife, bushwalking and mountain biking are the main lures here, with various trails (including part of SA’s epic 1200km Heysen Trail) meandering through isolated gorges. The main access point is Mambray Creek, 50km north of Port Pirie, or you can walk into the park from Alligator Gorge or Melrose.

Up for a hike? From the car park at Alligator Gorge, take the short, steep walk down into the craggy canyon (no sign of any ‘gators) to Hidden Gorge or Mambray Creek. From Melrose you can sweat up the half-day return hike to Mt Remarkable’s summit. Along the way is the site of a tragic 1980 light-plane crash. Amazingly, the crumpled fuselage is still here – a bleak white husk clinging to this rocky realm.

For mountain-bike info, maps, hire, spares and repairs, head to Over The Edge in Melrose. And if you’re here in June, wheel yourself into the Melrose Fat Tyre Festival, reveling in all things MTB.

Cinematic Streets

Take a stroll around Quorn

Is Quorn (pronounced ‘corn’) a film set after the crew has gone home? With as many jeering crows as people, this little outback town has a dusty, well-weathered vibe. But pub-lined Railway Tce and the backstreets are certainly photogenic – a virtue recognised by location scouts for many iconic Australian films such as Gallipoli, The Shiralee, The Tracker and Sunday Too Far Away. Wander the streets and scope-out your next big-screen epic. There are a couple of decent eateries and the new Flinders Gin distillery, so you’ll have somewhere to sit while you compile your notes.

Peer into the Ikara Natural Basin

Hiking in Ikara-Flinders Ranges National Park

One of SA’s most treasured parks, Ikara-Flinders Ranges National Park is laced with craggy gorges, saw-toothed ranges, abandoned homesteads, Adnyamathanha sites, native wildlife and, after it rains, carpets of wildflowers. The park’s big-ticket item is the 80-sq-km natural basin Ikara (Wilpena Pound) − an astonishing, sunken elliptical valley ringed by gnarled ridges. Don’t let anyone tell you it’s a meteorite crater.

The easiest way to get a look inside Ikara is via the three-hour return walk to Wangarra Lookout from Wilpena Pound Resort, via the forlorn Hills Homestead. Alternatively, the half-day return hike up Tanderra Saddle on the ridge of St Mary Peak is brilliant, though it’s a thigh-pounding scramble at times. The Adnyamathanha people request that you restrict your climbing to the ridge and don’t climb St Mary Peak itself, due to its traditional significance to them. There’s also the quick, tough track up to Mt Ohlssen Bagge, which rewards sweaty hikers with a show-stopping panorama.
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WHEAT & RAIL: QUORN’S BACKSTORY

Wheat farming took off around Quorn in 1875, and the town was surveyed in 1878. Quorn prospered when the Great Northern Railway rolled in from Port Augusta in 1879, and remained an important railroad junction until trains into the Flinders were cut in 1970 in favour of a more direct route north running west of the ranges. A fragment of the long-defunct line still regularly conveys the Pichi Richi Railway, a historic train running through Pichi Richi Pass between Quorn and Port Augusta. And you can still find remnants of the old railway – broken bridges and termite-riddled sleepers in the dust – along the road to Hawker, heading north of town.



Eating in Melrose: Our Picks

Jacka Brothers Brewery: This gloriously reborn 1878 brewery is an architectural wonder, as are the wood-fired pizzas. 11am-9pm Mon-Sat, to 5pm Sun $$

Over the Edge: Bagels, rolls, sandwiches, baked beans and coffee – morning fuel for every mountain biker. 9am-5pm $$

North Star Hotel: A noble 1854 pub renovated in city-meets-woolshed style, serving hefty steaks and schnitzels. noon-2pm Thu-Tue, 6-8pm daily $$

Mount Remarkable Hotel: Melrose’s ‘bottom pub’ is an earthy, no-frills affair. Good burgers and seafood. noon-2pm & 6-8pm Wed-Sun $$


Blinman’s Copper Credentials

Visit the historic copper mine

About an hour north of Wilpena on a sealed road, ubercute Blinman is SA’s highest town (610m above sea level). The town owes its existence to the copper ore discovered here in 1859, and the smelter built in 1903 to process it. But the boom went bust and 1500 folks booted it out of town. Much of the copper mine has been redeveloped as the Heritage Blinman Mine, with lookouts, audiovisual interpretation and information boards. Excellent one-hour tours run regularly; book ahead. If you’ve got a few minutes while you wait, ask for the key to the amazing old 1870 haberdashery shop across the road, which is trying hard to stay vertical.

Parachilna on the Prairie

Drink in an iconic outback pub

Around 90km north of Hawker on the sealed road to Leigh Creek, middle-of-nowhere Parachilna (population somewhere between four and seven) is an essential Flinders Ranges destination. The draw here is the legendary Prairie Hotel, a 1905 stone pub that has been transformed into world-class accommodation. There are slick suites, camping sites and basic cabins to stay in...or you can just visit for a pub meal and a drink in the front bar of SA’s most remote brewery. ‘Too early for a beer?! Whose rules are those?’ says the barman at 10.42am.

The Prairie also coordinates winter-season tours to the nearby Nilpena Ediacara National Park, a globally significant fossil field from the Ediacara Period, 635 to 542 million years ago. These are some of the oldest fossils on Earth. Their recognition in 2005 led to the SA state government nominating the Flinders Ranges for a UNESCO World Heritage listing in 2018.
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ADNYAMATHANHA DREAMING

Land and nature are integral to the culture of the traditional owners of the Flinders Ranges. The people collectively called Adnyamathanha (Hill People) are the Wailpi, Kuyani, Jadliaura, Piladappa and Pangkala tribes, who exchanged and elaborated on stories to explain their spectacular local geography. The rugged walls of Ikara (Wilpena Pound), for example, are the bodies of two akurra (giant snakes), who coiled around Ikara during an initiation ceremony, eating most of the participants. The snakes were so full after their feast they couldn’t move and willed themselves to die, creating the landmark.



Eating in the Northern Flinders: Our Picks

Flinders Food Co: Hawker’s cool cafe sasses up the town with saltbush lamb tacos and tiramisu French toast. 7.30am-3pm Tue-Sun $

Woolshed Restaurant: Outback dining at Rawnsley Park Station, 34km north of Hawker. Arrive for happy hour then order the roo. 6-8.30pm $$$

Wilpena Pound Resort: The in-house restaurant puts a creative spin on beef, kangaroo and barramundi. 7-9.30am, noon-2pm & 5.30-8.30pm $$$

Miners Crib Cafe Bakery: Pies, pasties, coffee and quandong pie – fuel for a big day of Blinman copper mining. 9am-4pm Mon-Sat, 8am-3pm Sun $


THE LEIGH CREEK COAL MINE

In the early 1980s, the previously non-existent town of Leigh Creek (population 250 and shrinking) emerged from the northern Flinders Ranges desert, 66km north of Parachilna. It was built by the state government to house people working at the huge open-cut coal mine, with a school, pub, shopping centre, neat cul-de-sac streets...the whole shebang. Leigh Creek’s population peaked at around 1000, until 2016 when the mine closed, as did the huge power station in Port Augusta that it supplied. What happens next is still up for grabs. A natural-gas project? The whole town up for sale? A kooky resort? Swing by for a look: at least the pub is still open.



Drinking in the Northern Flinders: Outback Pubs

Prairie Hotel: Parachilna’s famous pub has a brewery in the front bar, aka the Parachilna Brew Project. The Fargher Lager is unbeatable. 11am-6.30pm

Cradock Hotel: A brisk 27km drive south of Hawker, the renovated roadside Cradoc is great for a beer, pizza and tunes. 11am-late Tue-Sat, to 3pm Sun

Hawker Hotel-Motel: The unpretentious Hawker has been pouring cold Coopers for more than 130 years. 11am-9pm Sun-Wed, to 10pm Thu-Sat

North Blinman Hotel: Chunky slate floors, old-time photographs and cold beer collide at this 1869 ‘pub in the scrub’. 11am-9pm




Coober Pedy

LIFE UNDERGROUND | OPAL MINING | DESERT DETOURS
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Coming into cosmopolitan Coober Pedy (there are 44 nationalities represented here, including the local Kokatha and Arabana peoples), the parched desert suddenly becomes riddled with holes and adjunct piles of dirt. The reason for all this rabid digging is opals − the ‘fire in the stone’. Discovered nearby in 1915, these gemstones have made this small town a mining mecca. This isn’t to say it’s also a tourist mecca − with swarms of flies, no trees, 50°C summer days, cave-dwelling locals and rusty car wrecks, you might think you’ve arrived in a post-apocalyptic wasteland − but it sure is interesting! Around town, the desert is jaw-droppingly desolate, a fact not overlooked by international filmmakers who’ve come here to shoot end-of-the-world epics like Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, Red Planet, Ground Zero, Pitch Black and the slightly more believable Priscilla, Queen of the Desert.


GETTING AROUND

If you have time and transport, Coober Pedy is a nine-hour, 845km dash into the desert from Adelaide. Regional Express flies here several times a week, if you can’t face the endless highway (which is actually a really well-maintained road). Once you land, hire a car at the airport or bum a ride into town and then look around on foot. Most of the main sights are walkable – just bring a big hat and some water. Guided tours are another option.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Old Timers Mine

2 Spaceship

SIGHTS

3 Big Miner

4 Big Winch

5 Big Winch 360

6 Catholic Church of St Peter & St Paul

7 Faye’s Underground Home

8 Umoona Opal Mine & Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Coober Pedy Wellness Labyrinth

SLEEPING

10 Desert Cave Hotel

11 Mud Hut Motel

EATING

see 5 Big Winch 360 Cafe & Bar

12 Italo-Australian Miners Club

13 John’s Pizza Bar & Restaurant

14 Outback Bar & Grill

ENTERTAINMENT

15 Coober Pedy Drive-In

INFORMATION

16 Coober Pedy Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Even when it’s face-meltingly hot in summer, subterranean temperatures never exceed 23°C – no air-con is required in underground hotels. Some local places to stay have both above-ground and underground rooms, but hey – you may never be in Coober Pedy again.



The Fire in the Stone

Opal mines, old and new

Opal mining is Coober Pedy’s governing obsession and economic lifeblood: a good percentage of the population spends its time tunnelling underground or ‘noodling’ through piles of rubble above ground, looking for leftover gems. For a terrific introduction to these artful practices – plus local history, fossils, desert habitats, Aboriginal culture and ecology – take a wander through the underground maze of the Umoona Opal Mine & Museum; it’s free. Guided tours dig a little deeper.

Not far away is Old Timers Mine & Museum, a warren of tunnels that was mined in 1916, then hidden by the miners and forgotten. The mine was rediscovered in 1968 when excavations for a dugout home punched through into the labyrinth of tunnels. Take a self-guided tour and check out the museum and re-created 1920s underground home. There’s a free noodling pit here too, for post-tour discoveries.

The best place to see a functioning operation is Tom’s Opal Mine, 2km southwest of town: miners continue their search for the big vein while visitors noodle for small fortunes. Guided and self-guided tours all involve donning a natty yellow hard-hat as you explore square- and round-cut mine shafts. You can also see a ‘blower’, a ‘bosun chair’ and ‘black lighting’ in action – Coober Pedy mining must-haves. Check summer hours: even miners take a break when it gets too hot out here.

Now that you’re in the mining mood, pay a visit to the Big Miner, which perpetuates small-town Australia’s established tradition of building big objects to attract tourists (banana, crayfish, pineapple, etc).


A Matter of Faith

Visit Coober Pedy’s underground churches

With all of the different nationalities in town, it’s no surprise that there are plenty of different religions practiced here. Coober Pedy’s first underground church – the diminutive Catholic Church of St Peter & St Paul on the main street – still has a sweet appeal, with statue-filled nooks and hushed classical music. Over the hill, Catacomb Anglican Church is a simple, cross-shaped bunker with plenty of pews. About 3km east of town, the Serbian Orthodox Church is the town’s largest and most impressive subterranean church, with intricate carvings, stained glass and a gorgeous vaulted ceiling. Flip the lights off on your way out.

Big Winch 360

Movie and a meal, with views

Wondering what that big bucket is up on the hill? It’s the Big Winch, an oversized reproduction of a mining tool. But the real lures here are the knockout views, extending all the way over Coober Pedy to Kanku-Breakaways Conservation Park, and Big Winch 360, a slick new wrap-around cinema experience. The 40-minute ‘circlevision’ film starts with a Welcome to Country, before moving on to the history of the town and it’s sundry mining characters. There’s a decent cafe and bar here too; order a cheeseburger and a glass of wine and enjoy the sun setting over the rooftops.

Cave-Dwelling Characters

Explore eccentric underground homes

Get a glimpse of how some of the locals live on a tour of an underground home. As seen in Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, Crocodile Harry’s wildly eccentric underground abode was once home to Arvid Blumenthal, a Latvian-born runaway (quite possibly a Nazi) who poached crocs in Queensland for many years before moving to Coober Pedy. It’s covered in graffiti and spangled with sculptures, artworks, posters, hats, carvings and relics of his love life. It’s about 6km northwest of town, beyond the golf club (not the Thunderdome).

Back in town, Faye’s Underground Home is more modest. It was hand dug by three women in the 1960s – an exercise in persistence, to say the least. It’s now a time-warp museum and a window into life in Coober Pedy in the last century. It’s a little flowery decor-wise, sure, but the living-room swimming pool is a winner.


QUIRKY COOBER PEDY

Opal Fields Golf Club

Don’t expect much grass here. Instead, look for glimmering opal as you tee-off – the fairways are covered in mining spoils.

Coober Pedy Drive-In

A storm damaged Coober Pedy’s vintage outdoor screen in 2023. Have they fixed it yet?

Spaceship

This intricate, unexpected leftover prop from the film Pitch Black has crash-landed on Hutchison St.

Big Miner

Coober Pedy’s Big Miner is a lanky lad – 6m of earnest metallurgy in front of an opal shop.

Coober Pedy Wellness Labyrinth

This circular stone labyrinth might not take too long to navigate, but it makes for a mindful moment.



Break Away for a Day

Drive a desert loop

Got a hankering to get out of town? An interesting 70km loop on sometimes-rough unsealed roads takes you to Kanku-Breakaways Conservation Park, a stark but colourful area of arid hills, mesas and scarps 32km north of Coober Pedy. Entry permits are available via a QR code from the Coober Pedy Visitor Information Centre; make sure you get some good directions here too. From the Breakaways, continue past the Dog Fence, built to keep dingoes out of southeastern Australia, and the surreal, table-like Moon Plain on the Coober Pedy–Oodnadatta Rd. The earth here has an oddly crusty, fractured surface: if it’s been raining, you’ll need a 4WD. In fact, even if it hasn’t been raining, a 4WD is a good idea.

Rockets over the Desert

Journey south to Woomera

On the way to/from Coober Pedy (374km south – not particularly far in desert terms) don’t miss Woomera, an eerie artificial town on Kokatha tribal country. Still an active Department of Defence test site, Woomera emerged as a settlement in 1947, built as HQ for experimental British rocket and nuclear tests conducted at notorious sites like Maralinga in the SA desert. The local Maralinga Tjarutja people suffered greatly from the resulting nuclear fallout. For the low-down, visit the Woomera Heritage Centre & Convenience Store and check out its engrossing displays on Woomera’s past and present (plus a cafe and bowling alley). Just across the car park is the Lions Club Aircraft & Missile Park, studded with retro jets and rocket remnants.
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LOOKING FOR OPAL IN COOBER PEDY
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Brilyanz Mance, from the Umoona Opal Mine and Museum (umoonaopalmine.com.au), takes us underground.

Coober Pedy’s opal fields are actually extremely dangerous, with over 1 million unmarked shafts, some of them 30m deep. The safest way to visit is on a guided or self-guided tour through any of the town’s original mines. Or try ‘noodling’ (aka fossicking), where you sift through surface rubble looking for opal that may have been missed in the early days. The public noodling area in town is safe, free and open 24/7: people have found stones worth $4000 here. You can’t detect opal underground, so opal mining is truly a game of luck. I like to think that there could be billions of dollars’ worth of opal out there, just waiting to be unearthed.



Eating in Coober Pedy: Best Bites

Outback Bar & Grill: An upbeat petrol-station diner serving roasts, pastas, burgers…and beer! 8am-9pm Mon-Sat, to 8pm Sun $$

John’s Pizza Bar & Restaurant: Table-sized pizzas, hearty pastas and heat-beating gelato. We have a winner! 10am-late $$

Italian Club: High on a ridge above town, this casual club and bistro is a top spot for some bang-up budget pasta and a few cold ones. 5-8pm Tue-Fri $

Big Winch 360 Cafe & Bar: Check out the movie next door, then sip a glass of wine with your wrap or salad. 5.30-9pm Tue-Sun, 9am-3pm Sun $$




The Riverland & the Murraylands

RIVER VIEWS | WINE & PRODUCE | NIGHT SKY
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Flowing west from Mildura, the incredible Murray River begins its winding 600km descent through South Australia to the Murray Mouth near Goolwa, where the river meets the sea.

The northern section, known as the Riverland, stretching from Renmark and Paringa in the east to Morgan in the west, is Australia’s largest wine producing region. With over 900 growers, dozens of wineries and cellar doors, and countless licensed venues, relaxing riverside with a glass in hand is a huge part of its appeal. This is also a centre for citrus, stone fruit, almonds and olives, so pack a farm-to-table picnic and enjoy it at one of the many riverfront parks.

South of Blanchetown, the region known as the Murraylands brings some of the darkest skies and incredible stargazing opportunities in the world at the Dark Sky Reserve. Camp beneath the galaxies and enjoy the show.
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GETTING AROUND

Having your own wheels is the easiest way to explore the region’s attractions at your own pace. There are free on-demand 24-hour ferries in 12 locations to get you and your vehicle across the river. If you are touring wineries or don’t want to drive, book a bus or river tour – the latter allows you to go from boat to brew at some of the riverside establishments. The river itself has its own range of transportation and leisure options, from historic paddle steamers to epic kayak and canoe adventures.
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SIGHTS

1 Black Hill Cemetery

2 Loxton Historical Village

3 Mannum Dock Discovery Centre

4 Mannum Waterfalls

5 Marne River Mouth

6 Ngaut Ngaut Conservation Park

7 Paringa Silo Art

8 Shell Hill Reserve

9 Sunnydale

10 Swan Reach Conservation Park

11 Waikerie Silo Art

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 Banrock Station Wine and Wetland Centre

13 Big Bend Lookout

14 Heading Cliffs Lookout

see 3 Juggle House Experiences

15 Monarto Safari Park

16 Monash Adventure Park

17 Murray River Walk

see 11 Waikerie Cliff Top Walk

SLEEPING

18 Bridgeport Hotel

19 Meldanda Campsite

20 Towitta Reserve

21 Wilkadene Cottage

EATING

22 Eleni’s at Mallee Estate

23 Mallee Fowl Restaurant

24 Overland Corner Hotel

DRINKING

25 23rd Street Distillery

26 919 Wines

27 Bassham Wines

28 Burk Salter

29 Riverland Wine Centre

see 3 Roylancer Distillery Co

30 Rustons Distillery

31 Whistling Kite Wines

see 21 Woolshed Brewery

INFORMATION

32 Renmark Visitor Information Centre
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To prevent the spread of fruit flies and other pests, fresh unprocessed fruit and vegetables (among other products and plant materials) cannot be taken into the Riverland. For more info on restricted items, see fruitfly.sa.gov.au.





Murray River Discoveries

Cruise on a historic paddle steamer

Steam navigation of the Murray began in 1853 with the PS Mary Ann. Built in Mannum in the central Murraylands, the small town holds tightly to its legacy as the birthplace of the Australian paddle steamer. The Mannum Dock Discovery Centre (closed at time of research due to flood damage) is home to the only remaining relic of the Mary Ann – its steam boiler – and the restored PS Marion (1897), which occasionally makes an outing.

The easiest way to enjoy a leisure cruise in Mannum is on the PW Mayflower, the oldest paddle wheeler in SA (1884). Ninety-minute cruises depart every Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday and Sunday, and can be booked online (psmarion.com). Multiday boat cruises are available on the Proud Mary and Murray Princess.

A rekindled interest in the region’s paddle steamer history has seen funding campaigns and thousands of volunteer hours put into returning previously defunct vessels to their passenger heydays. In Renmark, the fully-restored 1911 PS Industry cruises about 20 times per year (psindustry.org.au). At other times, visitors can hop aboard the docked vessel behind the Visitor Centre for a gold coin donation. In Morgan, the PS Canally, a side-wheeled paddle steamer built in 1907, is expected to return to service in 2024.
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Murray River Restoration

Walk the wetlands

An astounding 7000 wetland areas exist along the main channel of the Murray River. Working as a natural filtration system, they are vital in fighting salinity and maintaining an environment where native species can thrive. The weirs and locks introduced to artificially manage the Murray’s water levels, however, have interrupted the river’s natural drying and flooding cycles, providing fewer opportunities for plant regeneration and wildlife breeding events.

A trip to the 1800-hectare Banrock Station Wine and Wetland Centre allows visitors to support wetland conservation efforts by sampling wine from the on-site vineyard and purchasing admission to their wetland walking tracks. Among their many conservation initiatives, the centre actively replants, seeds and reintroduces native vegetation, much of which was lost from the 1850s onwards to sheep grazing and to fuel the paddle steamers – the vessels consumed up to two tonnes of wood per hour. Since introducing flow regulators to mimic variable wet and dry cycles, over 1000 hectares of floodplain at Banrock have been restored and 195 species of birds now flourish, including an important breeding colony of the threatened regent parrot.

Due to the damage sustained in the 2022–23 Murray floods, the entire 8.5km Wetland Loop Walk (three hours) is expected to be closed until 2026. However, a short walk of 3.5km gives visitors a good introduction to the landscape. Be sure to register at the bar before heading out onto the track.


RIVERLAND WINE
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Bronny Caire, owner of Riverland Wine Centre (riverlandwinecentre.com.au), talks about what to expect when sampling the region’s wines.

In the Riverland, we have an exciting range of Mediterranean varieties as it suits our climate. They are easy to drink, with flavours that aren’t overly bold. You won’t find heavy reds, for example, and the whites are light, zesty and fruity. At the Wine Centre, you can put together your own tasting and sample three to four vintages from a selection of red, white and sparkling wines. We represent over 25 local producers, and you can buy by the glass or the bottle. We like to promote the region’s smaller winemakers; in doing so, we strive to leave the most sustainable environmental footprint possible.



Walk-In Wine Tasting in the Riverland

Whistling Kite Wines: Premium organic and biodynamic wines. Food-pairing experience by online reservation. 11am-4.30pm Thu-Mon

Burk Salter: Boutique winery near Blanchetown offering tastings and tours aboard a restored 1927 Chevrolet truck. 11am-4.30pm Sat & Sun

919 Wines: Family-owned winery and cellar door in Berri specialising in fortified wines and organically certified table wines. 10am-5pm Wed-Sun

Bassham Wines: An impressive range of reds and whites, plus some surprises, like the fortified black-currant liqueur. 10am-5pm

Venture into the Dark

World-class stargazing

Similar to a World Heritage listing for the night sky, the River Murray International Dark Sky Reserve is Australia’s first and one of only 21 in the world. Measured on a scale of zero to 22, the night sky darkness here is exceptional, with a common reading of 21.8 to 21.99, the highest global measure.

Some of the best and quietest locations to view constellations include Big Bend cliffs, Meldanda campsite near Cambrai (bookings required for overnight stays), the Reserve’s core site in Swan Reach Conservation Park (free off-grid camping, access by 4WD vehicle only), Towitta Reserve near Sedan, Black Hill Cemetery, the riverside reserves in and around Walker Flat (such as Sunnydale or the Marne River mouth), Shell Hill Reserve near Wongulla, or directly from the river on a boat between Younghusband and Blanchetown.

If you don’t have a telescope, a simple set of binoculars will get you started, but taking a tour that provides access to equipment and viewing guidance helps to get the most out of the experience. Gaining significant traction is the Gold Star Sunset Dinner Tour with Juggle House Experiences that includes a clifftop night sky tour by an astronomer and a visit to Ngaut Ngaut Archaeological Cultural Site with an Aboriginal guide.
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FAMILY-FRIENDLY FUN

Monash Adventure Park

Impressive range of play equipment for toddlers through teens, this noteworthy park also features a maze and free BBQ facilities.

Loxton Historical Village

An immersive streetscape with relocated and re-created buildings, preserving the region’s pioneer history from 1870 through 1950.

Loxton Pioneer Playground

A two-minute drive from the Historical Village, this playground’s centrepiece is a huge climbing frame.

Monarto Safari Park

One of the largest open-range safari parks outside of Africa, with majestic lions, rhinos and giraffes.

Silo Art

Admire the huge murals at Paringa and Waikerie, which form part of the South Australian Silo Art Trail.



Breweries & Distilleries in the Riverland: Our Picks

Wilkadene Woolshed Brewery: Riverside venue with outstandingly creative beers. BYO food; food truck on weekends. 11am-5pm Wed-Sun

23rd Street Distillery: Indoor-outdoor facility in Renmark with a variety of spirits. Tastings, tours and masterclasses. 10am-4pm, until 10pm Thurs-Sat

Rustons Distillery: Try botanical and fruit-infused gin overlooking the prestigious rose garden in Renmark. 10am-4pm Wed-Fri, from 9.30am Sat & Sun

Roylancer Distillery Co: Riverside craft vodka and whiskey distillery with tastings on the main street of Mannum. 10am-4pm Sat


BEST WALKS & LOOKOUTS

Waikerie Cliff Top Walk

Renovated in mid-2022, this well-maintained 1.7km track takes visitors along a late-1800 European settlement path.

Big Bend Lookout

View the high cliffs around this magnificent bend in the river. Renowned spot for stargazing with dedicated telescope pads.

Heading Cliffs Lookout

A 15-minute drive from Renmark, climb the steps to the viewing tower perched on dramatic cliffs.

Murray River Walk

Luxe four-day experience combining slow guided walks (40km) and modern houseboat cruising.

Mannum Waterfalls

Follow Reedy Creek to these popular falls. It’s a steep 1km walk from the first carpark or a short walk down from the second.



Eating in the Riverland: Our Picks

Overland Corner Hotel: The oldest building in the Riverland, bookings are essential at this 1859 pub. 11am-5pm Wed & Sun, until 9pm Thu-Sat $$

Eleni’s at Mallee Estate: Satisfying Greek cuisine and Riverland wine in Renmark. Save room for dessert – the loukomathes are divine. hours vary $$

Mallee Fowl Restaurant: On 11 acres of bushland, Australiana-themed restaurant in Monash. 6-11pm Thurs, 6pm-midnight Fri & Sat, noon-3pm Sun $$

Banrock Station: Reliable lunch spot with views over the vineyard and wetlands. Wine tastings available, plus non-alcoholic tastings for kids. 9am-4pm $$




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Adelaide

West Beach Parks $ Expansive shorefront complex featuring campsites, cabins and spacious beach shacks, brimming with kid-approved outdoor activities.

Adelaide Central YHA $ An upgrade from your run-of-the-mill hostel with relaxed lounges, squeaky-clean dorms and an industrial-sized kitchen.

Largs Pier Hotel $$ The northwest’s heritage beachfront hotel delivers fluffy beds, upmarket fare, a lengthy wine list and dazzling coastal sunsets.

Adabco Boutique Hotel $$ A boutique heritage-listed hideaway on Wakefield St, offering budget-conscious travellers refined comforts and historic charm.

Mayfair Hotel $$$ A sophisticated, old-world hotel centrally located on King William St. Buffet breakfasts, plus downstairs dining and cocktails in the chandeliered Hennessy Rooftop Bar.

Oval Hotel $$$ Tucked inside Adelaide Oval’s eastern wing, this upmarket hotel features well-appointed suites, valet services and restaurant views out to the hallowed turf.

The Watson $$$ An art-inspired complex in suburban Walkerville adjacent to the River Torrens, with a gym, lap pool, 24-hour concierge and complimentary bicycles.

Adelaide Hills

Woodhouse Adventure Park $ Grassy campgrounds, bell tents and low-key cabins girded by kid-friendly mazes, obstacle courses and climbing challenges in Picadilly.

Earthship Ironbank $$$ Australia’s pioneering Earthship is now an eco-conscious B&B featuring a greenhouse lobby and brick-bottle walls.

Sequoia Lodge $$$ Crafers’ intimate retreat hosts 14 elegant suites, private balconies and spring-fed hot pools perched atop the lush Picadilly Valley.

McLaren Vale

Redhens $$$ Two tastefully restored Redhen railcars perch majestically above a swathe of rolling vineyards in peaceful Blewitt Springs.

Old Chaff Mill Retreat $$$ Age-worn Sellicks Hill mill is now an elegant B&B featuring hand-burnt timbers and panoramic windows.

Southern Fleurieu Peninsula

Port Elliot Beach House YHA $ Expect updated decor, separate en-suite rooms and sublime coastal vistas inside the sandstone bones of the historic Arcadia Hotel.

Beach Huts Middleton $$ Twelve stylish cabins fan around a communal lawn, creating a boutique village atmosphere.

Kangaroo Island

KI Dragonfly Guesthouse $ Resembling a stay with your trendy aunt, this budget-friendly Kingscote guesthouse has communal facilities, fruit trees and herb garden.

Chapman River Campground $ Twelve low-key campsites dot the shady banks of Chapman River as it flows to Antechamber Bay in Lashmar Conservation Park.

Supashak $$$ This contemporary eight-sleeper, with its steel and fibre-cement construction and open-planned living area, contrasts with Vivonne Bay’s dense mallee scrub.

Southern Ocean Lodge $$$ KI’s premier luxury retreat has 25 glass-fronted cliff-hugging suites, a luxurious spa and a superb in-house restaurant, all with endless ocean vistas.

Barossa Valley

Discover Holiday Parks Barossa Valley $ Tanunda’s gum-lined caravan park ranges from campground grass to roomy cabins, with a kid-friendly waterpark and a neighbouring brewery.

Barossa Shiraz Estate $$$ Six charming cottages nestled within a vineyard-encircled estate near Lyndoch’s western wineries. Packages include Barossa tours, transfers and artisanal treats.

The Louise $$$ The ultimate proposal-ready retreat houses the top-notch Appellation restaurant, private outdoor rain showers, a sauna and an infinity pool fronting Marananga’s sweep of vineyards.

Clare Valley

Paxton Square Cottages $$ Heritage-listed miner’s cottages blend rubble-walled character with modern conveniences, a five-minute stroll from Burra’s cafes and pubs.

Bukirk Glamping $$$ Bohemian adult-only bell tents perched in Stanley Flat, complete with a communal bonfire, camp kitchen, swimming pool and friendly farm animals.

Neagles Retreat Villas $$$ Spacious hillside chalets set above the riesling vines, grazing paddocks and lush eucalypt canopy just outside Clare.

Mount Gambier

Old Mount Gambier Gaol $ Refurbished prison buildings make for an atmospheric hostel-style stay.

Colhurst House $$ An 1878 mansion B&B built by Welsh migrants; old-fashioned without being twee.

Penola & the Coonawarra Wine Region

Alexander Cameron Suites $$ Stylish motel rooms, well-tended gardens and rural Australian styling.

Must@Coonawarra $$ Sexy roof curves reminiscent of a certain opera venue in Sydney; studios and apartments.

Robe

Lakeside Tourist Park $ Right on Lake Fellmongery with plenty of grass, basic cabins and flashy villas.

Caledonian Inn $$ This historic inn (1859) has bright pub rooms, two-tier cottages and a rental house.

Coorong National Park

Dalton on the Lake $$ Generous in spirit, this two-bedroom lakeside B&B is the pick of Meningie’s offerings.

Coorong Cabins $$$ Two self-contained rental houses right on the waterfront within the national park.

Yorke Peninsula

Point Turton Caravan Park $ On the lower west coast, a super-friendly caravan park that overlooks the sea.

Yondah Beach House $$$ Yondah is a gorgeous three-bedroom beach house in the dunes east of Marion Bay.

Port Lincoln

Port Lincoln YHA $ Impressive hostel occupying a former squash court complex. Next-door brewery a bonus.

Tanonga $$$ Two plush, solar-powered eco-lodges stand in modernist isolation in the hills behind Port Lincoln.

Streaky Bay

Streaky Bay Motel & Villas $$ A tidy row of older-style motel units, plus a complex of family-size villas that are much more ‘now’.

Doi’s Ocean Front Apartments $$ Streaky Bay extends towardss the horizon from the windows of two stylish apartments.

Melrose

North Star Hotel $$ Plush suites, Bundaleer Cottage next door and quirky cabins atop two old trucks out the back.

Under the Mount $ Part share-house, part hostel, with a common love of mountain-biking uniting guests.

Ikara-Flinders Ranges National Park

Rawnsley Park Station $$ This rangy homestead south of the national park has everything from tents to luxe eco-villas and a restaurant.

Wilpena Pound Resort $$$ Motel-style rooms, a campground with plush safari tents and a tempting pool and bar – all within the national park.

Coober Peedy

Mud Hut Motel $$ Despite the grubby name, this is one of the cleanest and newest places in town. Above-ground rooms only.

Desert Cave Hotel $$$ The Desert Cave delivers some much-needed luxury, plus a pool. Above- and below-ground rooms.

The Riverland & the Murraylands

Wilkadene Cottage $$ Cosy riverside cottage with fully-equipped kitchen by the Woolshed Brewery near Renmark; sleeps up to six.

Bridgeport Hotel $$ Fully redeveloped 4.5-star hotel in Murray Bridge, with locally themed murals in each room and an infinity pool.

The Frames $$$ Five-star property in Paringa specialising in luxury stays. The wetland and wildlife safari is a highlight.

Houseboat Hirers Association $$$ Choose from over 60 houseboat listings, from Murray Bridge to Paringa (houseboatbookings.com).





Darwin & The Northern Territory
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OUTBACK WONDERS & WILD ADVENTURES


Travel from the crimson dunes of Australia’s spiritual heart to the sultry Top End for wildlife, waterfalls and surprising tropical discoveries.



This is the nation’s most iconic Indigenous homeland; a land of ancient rock art, remote art centres and the mesmerising monolith of Uluru. Lapped by the cyan Timor Sea, Darwin (Gulumerrdgen) is an intriguing city with an end-of-Australia feel, excellent markets, restaurants and galleries of art spanning the traditional to the unexpected. The mere mention of Kakadu evokes adventure and cultural connection, and you’ll find plenty of both within a day’s drive of Darwin. Also easily accessible from the capital are the fascinating Tiwi Islands and the wondrous waterfalls and magnetic termite mounds of Litchfield National Park. And when you really want to get off-grid, Arnhem Land rewards with surreal scenery and rare opportunities to experience traditional Aboriginal culture.

Further south, the remote and deliciously raw chunk of the Northern Territory (NT) from Katherine to Uluru is where dreams end and adventure begins. If you enjoy off-road driving and meeting real characters of the Australian outback – not to mention exploring some seriously spectacular geological wonders – then you’ve come to the right place. Delighting travellers with its eccentric offerings, pioneering spirit and weathered mountain setting, Alice Springs is the city at the centre of a continent. It’s perfectly situated for adventures to the West MacDonnell Ranges and Watarrka National Park, both of which can be taken in on a thrilling road trip southward to Uluru.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Darwin

Tropical capital.

LITCHFIELD NATIONAL PARK

Waterfalls, waterholes and walks.

KAKADU NATIONAL PARK

Explore a world-renowned destination.

ARNHEM LAND

Rock art, culture and wilderness.

KATHERINE & NITMILUK NATIONAL PARK

Gorgeous gorges and Aboriginal art.

ALICE SPRINGS

Desert city with great galleries.

WEST MACDONNELL RANGES

Dramatic ridgelines ideal for hiking.

Kings Canyon

Culture and wild walks.

ULURU-KATA TJUTA NATIONAL PARK

Home of Australia’s most famous rock.

RAINBOW VALLEY CONSERVATION RESERVE

Stay for sunset.

DEVIL’S MARBLES

Spiritually significant giant boulders.





Find Your Way


The main centres of Darwin, Alice Springs and Yulara (Uluru) are easy to get around on foot or by bicycle or bus, but you’ll want a car to explore further afield.
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Plan Your Days


Many attractions can be visited in a day from the main cities and towns, though factor in long drives between hubs – it’s 2000km or a 20-hour drive from Darwin to Yulara (Uluru).
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Choose between flying to the tiny outback town of Yulara to experience Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park, and heading to Darwin to explore the city’s rich cultural offerings and take day trips to the likes of the Tiwi Islands, Litchfield National Park and Kakadu National Park. With myriad ways to experience Uluru, from art installations to gourmet dining, plan on spending at least two full days there. Both trips are possible without car hire if you’re happy to join organised tours; best booked in advance in both destinations, especially in the Dry.




A Week to Play With

• Start in Darwin and spend a day or two taking in its attractions before hiring a car to explore the big two national parks in easy reach of the capital: Litchfield and Kakadu. It’s possible to get a taste of Kakadu in two days, with a night in Jabiru, Cooinda or a nearby camping ground. It’s also possible to explore Litchfield in one (albeit long) day from Darwin. Then fly to Yulara’s Ayers Rock Airport to spend your last few days exploring Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park.

• Alternatively, book a multiday tour from Darwin to Arnhem Land for a seriously memorable adventure.




Longer to Travel Around

• Start your engine for one of Australia’s most rewarding road trips from Darwin to Uluru or vice versa; some hire-car companies offer one-way options.

• After you’ve hit the national parks around Darwin, head south via Katherine & Nitmiluk National Park and the natural springs of Mataranka en route to Alice Springs. Then explore the West MacDonnell Ranges and Kings Canyon towards Uluru.

• Refresh at outback roadhouses, make detours to off-the-beaten-track attractions (safely), and soak up the isolation of the wide open road slicing through the red-desert landscape.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

The Dry (May to October) is the NT’s peak season, with cooler temps. The Wet rewards with waterfalls and discounts, though many businesses close, and roads can flood.

MARCH

Thousands day-trip from Darwin to the Tiwi Islands for the Tiwi AFL Grand Final and Annual Art Sale.
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APRIL

Parrtjima, a 10-day festival in Alice Springs, celebrates Arrernte culture with art exhibitions, light shows and live performances.
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JUNE

Held in June–July, the Alice Springs Beanie Festival celebrates the beanies worn by Central Desert women.
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JULY

Enjoy arts events over the 10-day Darwin Fringe Festival, and cheer on homemade-boats at the one-day Beer Can Regatta.
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AUGUST

Peak festival season: Garma Festival in Arnhem Land; Darwin Festival and Henley-on-Todd Regatta in Alice Springs.
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SEPTEMBER

Admire First Nations art at Alice Springs’ Desert Mob, and watch artists add fresh murals during the Darwin Street Art Festival.
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OCTOBER

Vote for your favourite noodle soup during the month-long Darwin International Laksa Festival. Bring binoculars for prime birding season.

[image: jpg]

MIKONSX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Darwin

HISTORY & CULTURE | NATURE | FUN BARS
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Australia’s only tropical capital city and gateway to the Top End, Darwin, on the traditional lands of the Larrakia Aboriginal people, gazes out across the Timor Sea. It’s closer to Bali than Bondi and feels removed from the rest of the country, which is just how the locals like it.

Tables spill out of street-side restaurants, innovative museums celebrate the city’s past, and galleries showcase the region’s rich Indigenous art. Originally called Palmerston when the city was mapped out in 1869 and renamed Darwin in 1911, the capital’s cosmopolitan mix − more than 50 nationalities are represented here − is typified by the wonderful markets.

Darwin’s backyard is legendary: the famous national parks of Litchfield and Kakadu are only a few hours’ drive, and the unique Tiwi Islands are a boat ride away. For locals, the perfect weekend is going fishing for barra (barramundi) in a tinny (small boat) with an Esky (cooler) full of beer.


GETTING AROUND

Compact and relatively flat, Darwin is Australia’s easiest capital to navigate on foot, with Beam e-scooters and e-bikes making it easier to whizz around town, especially in the heat of the day. Local buses (main terminus on Harry Chan Ave) service the surrounding suburbs of Fannie Bay, Parap and beyond; Greyhound buses run south to Alice Springs and interstate; and the Ghan luxury sleeper train runs between Darwin and Adelaide. Book ahead for car hire, especially for campervans and 4WDs; try Britz or Adventure Rentals. Ensure you have the correct permits before venturing out to national parks or Aboriginal lands.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mindil Beach Sunset Market

2 Museum & Art Gallery of the Northern Territory

3 Royal Flying Doctor Service

SIGHTS

4 Burnett House

5 Crocosaurus Cove

6 Darwin Convention Centre

7 Darwin Military Museum

8 East Point Reserve

9 Fannie Bay Gaol Museum

10 George Brown Botanic Gardens

11 Mindil Beach

12 Myilly Point Heritage Precinct

13 Northern Territory Library

see 13 Parliament House

14 WWII Oil-Storage Tunnels

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15 Aquascene

16 Darwin Harbour Cruises

17 Happy Yess

18 Northern Territory Indigenous Tours

19 Sea Darwin

20 Wave Lagoon

SLEEPING

21 Hilton Garden Inn

22 Vibe Hotel & Adina Apartment Hotel

23 YHA MoM Darwin

EATING

see 18 Aboriginal Bush Traders Cafe

24 Chok’s Place

25 CHOW!

26 Ella by Minoli

27 Eva’s Botanic Garden Cafe

28 Frying Nemo

29 Klimataria Greek Restaurant

30 Laneway Specialty Coffee

31 Little Miss Korea

see 13 Speaker’s Corner Cafe

32 Sweet Brew & Co

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

33 Bar Kokomo

see 33 Charlie’s of Darwin

34 Darwin Ski Club

35 Discovery Darwin

36 Dom’s Bar & Lounge

37 Hanky Panky Lounge

see 33 Loading Bay

38 Railway Club

39 Stone House Wine Bar & Kitchen

40 Trader Bar

41 Willing Distillery

ENTERTAINMENT

42 Beer Can Regatta

see 6 Darwin Aboriginal Art Fair

43 Darwin Festival

44 Deckchair Cinema

45 National Indigenous Music Awards

SHOPPING

see 18 Aboriginal Bush Traders

46 Mason Gallery

47 Nightcliff Market

48 Outstation Gallery

49 Parap Village Market

50 Rapid Creek Market

51 Sister7

52 Songlines



Waterfront Fun

Dive into Darwin’s Waterfront Precinct

The turn-of-the-21st-century redevelopment of the old Darwin Waterfront Precinct transformed the city. At the heart of the precinct is the Wave Lagoon and artificially made Beach (fed by filtered seawater), surrounded by lush green lawns, luxury hotels, a decent collection of restaurants and the Sky Bridge, an elevated walkway at the south end of Smith St. Plans are also afoot to add Australia’s first saltwater surf park.

The Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS) museum on Stokes Hill Wharf is a particular highlight. There’s a hologram cinema experience, virtual-reality glasses that enable you to relive in vivid detail the 1942 Japanese bombing raid on Darwin Harbour, a decommissioned Pilatus PC-12 aircraft from the RFDS, a live map showing the current location of RFDS planes, and a series of touchscreens that take you through the story of the RFDS and Darwin during WWII.

Under the Sky Bridge on Kitchener Dr are the WWII Oil-Storage Tunnels. Built in 1942 to store the navy’s oil supplies (but never used), they now exhibit info panels and wartime photos. Scan the QR code for the audio tour.
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Movies by Moonlight

Relax at Darwin’s Deckchair Cinema

During the Dry, the Darwin Film Society runs the fabulous daily Deckchair Cinema, just a short stroll from the Waterfront Precinct, below the southern end of the Esplanade on Jervois Rd. Watch a flick under the stars while reclining in a deckchair, surrounded by tropical gardens. There’s a licensed bar, a snack kiosk and a different local caterer serving food every night from 5.45pm, or you can bring a picnic (no BYO alcohol) to enjoy at the seating area overlooking the harbour. If you arrive early, reserve a deckchair with one of the cushions piled up near the bar. The nightly film begins at 7pm; there are usually double features on Friday and Saturday nights.

Must-Visit Museum

Territory art and history

The superb (and free-to-visit) Museum & Art Gallery of the Northern Territory (MAGNT) in Fannie Bay is home to beautifully presented galleries of Top End–centric exhibits. A large section is devoted to Cyclone Tracy, which hit Darwin in the early hours of Christmas Day 1974. By Christmas morning, 71 people had been killed and just 400 of Darwin’s 11,200 homes were still standing. You can enter a dark room and listen to the whirring sound of Tracy at full throttle – a sound you won’t forget in a hurry.

MAGNT’s changing Indigenous art exhibitions are a highlight, and soon there will be more space to showcase its excellent collection, with the Northern Territory Art Gallery currently under construction on Smith St, beside the Supreme Court, expected to open in 2025.


IS IT SAFE TO SWIM IN DARWIN?

There hasn’t been a fatal crocodile attack at a Darwin beach in over 120 years, but there’s still a chance of meeting a ‘saltie’. A bigger problem is deadly jellyfish, which makes swimming very risky between October and May. Unlike in tropical Queensland, there are no stinger nets here. If you do decide to swim, head to Mindil, Nightcliff or Casuarina (part of the latter is clothing-optional); all patrolled by local surf lifesaving clubs in the Dry. You can swim year-round without fear of stingers in Lake Alexander, an easy cycle from the centre at East Point Reserve and at the Beach and Wave Lagoon in the Darwin Waterfront Precinct.



Eating & Drinking in Darwin: Best Cafes

Aboriginal Bush Traders Cafe: Tasty contemporary dishes with a bush-tucker twist. Think kangaroo hot dog. 7am-2pm Mon-Fri $$

Speaker’s Corner Cafe: Spilling out of Parliament House, this cafe offers sandwiches, salads and hot specials. 7.30am-3pm Mon-Fri $$

Laneway Specialty Coffee: Great coffee and all-day breakfast in a leafy industrial space. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-3pm Sat, 7.30am-2.30pm Sun $$

Sweet Brew & Co: A banging brunch menu makes this cafe worth the short trek up the Stuart Hwy from the city centre. 6.30am-2pm $$

Relive the Bombing of Darwin

Explore the Darwin Military Museum

An air-raid siren sounds every 20 minutes at the innovative Darwin Military Museum at the tip of East Point, signalling the beginning of a short film bringing one of Darwin’s darkest days to life: 19 February 1942, when the area was attacked by 188 Japanese aircraft during two separate raids.

The main museum building chiefly focuses on the bombing of Darwin – the only Australian city ever bombed – and the stories of those affected by it. Outside, a handful of smaller buildings (including a huge old concrete gun emplacement) house a cornucopia of militaria from global conflicts throughout history focusing on Top End involvement, while military vehicles, anti-aircraft guns, missile shells and other wartime relics slowly rust in the surrounding gardens. Download the free Darwin Military Museum app for more insights.


DARWIN’S BEST FESTIVALS & EVENTS

Darwin Festival

This mainly outdoor arts and culture festival celebrates music, theatre, visual art, dance and cabaret over 18 days in August.

Darwin Aboriginal Art Fair

Held at the Darwin Convention Centre, this three-day fair in August showcases Indigenous art from communities throughout the NT.

Darwin Fringe Festival

Eclectic, local performing and visual arts are showcased at various venues for 10 days in July.

Beer Can Regatta

A typically Territorian festival that features races for boats made out of beer cans. Held at Mindil Beach in July.

National Indigenous Music Awards

Celebration of First Nations artists and music at Gardens Ampitheatre.



Eating in Darwin: Our Picks

Frying Nemo: Consistently ranked among Australia’s best fish and chips. 5-8pm Mon-Thu, until 9pm Fri-Sun, noon-2pm Sat & Sun $

Little Miss Korea: Visit for Korean BBQ favourites and delicious dumplings. 11.30am-2.30pm Wed-Fri, 5.30-10pm Mon & Wed-Sat $$

Klimataria Greek Restaurant: Good-value Greek fare served up on a rooftop terrace strung with fairy lights in Stuart Park. 6-11pm Tue-Sat $$

Ella by Minoli: The Masterchef alumni’s Sri Lankan-inspired dishes are perfectly suited to sultry Darwin’s weather. 5-11pm Tue-Sat $$$

Life in the Lock-Up

Learn the stories of Fannie Bay Gaol

Narrated by Larrakia Elder Dr Richard Fejo, an excellent audio tour brings the untold stories of the stark Fannie Bay Gaol Museum on East Point Rd – which operated as a prison and labour camp for men and women from 1883 until 1979 – to life.

A central stone building contains the gallows used up until the last executions (of two Czech immigrants) in the Northern Territory in 1952. Interpretative panels recount the murder of well-liked Darwin taxi driver George Grantham in April 1952 by Jerry Koci and John Novotny, who were caught, convicted and hung for their crime within four months. Free to visit; donations welcome.

Eat, Shop & Eat Some More

Darwin’s magical markets

Darwin’s great markets are worth planning your visit around. The biggest and most popular is the Mindil Beach Sunset Market (Thursday and Sunday, from late April to October). Food – starring native ingredients and Southeast Asian flavours – is the main attraction. But that’s only half the fun – arts and crafts stalls bulge with handmade jewellery, rainbow tie-dyed clothes, Aboriginal art, and wares from Southeast Asia. As the sun heads towards the horizon, half of Darwin descends on the market, with BYO chairs, picnic rugs and grog.

Darwin’s other top markets are year-round. On Saturday, the compact, food-focused Parap Village Market (8am to 2pm) at Parap Shopping Village, 4km north of the city centre, is the place for a stellar Southeast Asian feed (Mary’s Laksa is a cult local favourite). There are also smoothies, sweet treats, and ingredients to cook up your own tropical storm.

Held on Saturday and Sunday (7am to 2pm), the Rapid Creek Market is Darwin’s oldest market. Held at the Rapid Creek Business Village, 7km north of Parap, this Asian marketplace offers a tremendous range of tropical fruit and vegetables mingled with a heady mixture of spices and swirling satay smoke. Also on Sunday is Nightcliff Market in the Nightcliff Shopping Centre (8am to 2pm). Come to browse clothes, arts and crafts, grab a feed or indulge in a Thai massage.
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DARWIN’S EVOLVING BAR SCENE
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Richard Margetson is a guide with Darwin Gourmet Tours (darwingourmettours.com).

Darwin’s drinking options have come a long way from the classic pubs and backpacker bars of Mitchell St. It all began with the opening of Trader Bar in 2016, a wine and cocktail bar that still serves some of Darwin’s best cocktails. A proliferation of boutique bars have popped up in the years since, offering everything from the European wine bar vibe of Stone House Wine Bar & Kitchen to distillery bar Charlie’s of Darwin, where you can sip Territory gin next to the copper still. For something different – and very Darwin – head to Dom’s Bar & Lounge in Nightcliff, which offers sunset tuk-tuk tours of the neighbourhood, capped off with a cocktail back at Dom’s.



Drinking in Darwin: Best of the Rest

Bar Kokomo: This rum bar, which opened in 2023, is in a lively spot; the tropical decor matches its drinks list. 4pm-late Wed-Sun

Loading Bay: Attached to Little Miss Korea, industrial bar serving gin cocktails. 11.30am-2.30pm Wed-Fri, 5.30-10pm Wed & Thu, until midnight Fri & Sat

Willing Distillery: Take a short trek to Winnellie for a tasting (or martini flight) at this craft spirits cellar door. 4-10pm Thu, noon-midnight Fri & Sat

Hanky Panky Lounge: Dark and loud, yet perfect for Prohibition-esque escapism. 4-11.30pm Tue-Thu, 3pm-1am Fri & Sat, 6-11pm Sun




Darwin’s Spectacular Street Art

[image: jpg]

The Darwin Street Art Festival (DSAF) welcomes local and international artists to create new works annually for three weeks across August and September. Some of the works come to life with augmented reality (AR) – download the DSAF app to experience this curated selection of AR works.

Start at the Darwin Entertainment Centre on Mitchell St, where a prominent NT 1 insect by Jesse Bell prepares to take flight. On the corner of Peel St, spot a common NT 2 bird by Jordan Conrad (PABS) in its habitat before taking a left, then a right into Shadforth Ln. There are more creatures on the move in both the 3 Boxing Croc-inspired work by Franck Gohier, on the rear of the YHA building, and the 4 canine-centric mural by Dion Beasley opposite. Cross Knuckey St into West Ln, where 5 Shaun Lee’s underwater scene mesmerises in movement. It’s among half a dozen AR-enabled works along the lane before you reach Bennett St. Turn left here, then left again into Austin Ln. About 50m along the lane on your left, you’ll reach a 6 literacy-based work by Polly Johnstone. A little further along on your right, the mural of the late 7 Geoffrey Gurrumul Yunupingu by Andrew Bourke and Jesse Bell comes alive with audio. A visual feast of Top End symbolism pops from the walls on both sides of the lane closer to the Knuckey St intersection in the 8 collage-style piece by ELLE and the 9 tangerine-hued collaboration between Luna Tunes and House of Darwin. Pop across the street to clock the important message hidden in the 10 crocodile-based work by Vexx before a tropical cocktail at the Loading Bay, mere steps from the crocodile’s tail.




Learn the Territory’s Story

A hidden exhibition

Seek out the Northern Territory Library, tucked inside Parliament House, to embark on an unexpected journey into the storied history and unique cultures of the NT. Free to visit and due to run until July 2025, A Territory Story explores the culture and development of the Territory through 10 intriguing themes. Jump on a Bond’s Tour Bus like the intrepid travellers of the past, hear the heartbreaking stories of the Stolen Generations, and have a giggle at some of the front-page Territory headlines over the years.

Peel Back Darwin’s Layers

Tours with locals

See a new side of Darwin on a tour guided by the people who know it best. Uncover Darwin’s secrets on a walking tour with Walk Darwin, which offers a range of themed tours, from Darwin’s hidden secrets to its WWII history.

Hungry? Join Darwin Gourmet Tours for a delicious introduction to local cuisine on a Gourmet Lunch or Dinner Tour, or a Gourmet Bar & Street Art Tour.

Take in an epic Darwin sunset from the water with Darwin Harbour Cruises. Sea Darwin also offers a range of water-based excursions, including the popular Turtle Tracks tour (May to September), which takes groups out beyond Darwin Harbour and Charles Point Lighthouse to beautiful Bare Sand Island at sunset. Here you’ll witness the mesmerising sight of turtles laying their eggs; come late in the season and you may see hatchlings emerge.


DARWIN’S BEST INDIGENOUS ART SHOPPING

Songlines

Social enterprise showcasing Indigenous arts and events in a 350-sq-metre venue on the Stuart Highway, 2.5km from the CBD.

Aboriginal Bush Traders

Not-for-profit with a beautifully curated selection of products, from earrings to bush foods.

Outstation Gallery

In Parap, Outstation works directly with remote Aboriginal art centres in the presentation and promotion of works by their artisans.

Mason Gallery

Browse bold dot paintings from the Western and Central Desert regions, as well as works from Arnhem Land and Utopia.

Sister7

Small gallery on Smith St representing 17 female Aboriginal artists and weavers.



Get Out into the Wild

Top guided trips

A number of local operators can take you beyond the sights of Darwin for a day or more. Highly recommended is Ethical Adventures. Specialising in the Darwin, Kakadu and Litchfield regions, the company is just as committed to showing you a great day out as it is to minimising its footprint on the places you visit, with multiday tours also available. Aboriginal-owned Northern Territory Indigenous Tours offers a more upmarket day trip to Litchfield, including a wild-caught lunch and exclusive access to traditional Aboriginal lands, as well as multiday and private tours, including Kakadu.

Get Close to Crocs

Dip into Crocosaurus Cove

Some of largest saltwater crocodiles in captivity can be seen in state-of-the-art aquariums and pools at Crocosaurus Cove, and you can opt to be lowered right into a pool with the crocs in the transparent Cage of Death. There’s also a reptile house, a turtle billabong (riverbed waterhole), and a daily program of animal shows and interactive experiences. If you share concerns held by animal-welfare experts about the use of wildlife for human entertainment, this urban zoo on Mitchell St might not be for you.

Stroll a Natural Oasis

Green out in the Botanic Gardens

An easy 2km bicycle ride or walk from the CBD, the 42-hectare George Brown Botanic Gardens features plants from the Top End and around the world − monsoon vine forest, the mangroves and coastal plants habitat, baobabs, and a magnificent collection of native and exotic palms and cycads. A striking new Visitor and Event Centre added in 2022 showcases displays on the gardens’ history, the plant collections, Aboriginal plant uses and the Larrakia seasons. At the entrance, Eva’s Botanic Garden Cafe is a leafy spot to linger over a freshly baked scone with wattleseed mascarpone.
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Desert rose tree, George Brown Botanic Gardens | EA GIVEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Admire Historic Housing

Visit the Myilly Point Heritage Precinct

At the far northern end of Smith St, the small but important Myilly Point Heritage Precinct comprises three houses built between 1936 and 1939; a fourth was destroyed by Cyclone Tracy. They’re now managed by the National Trust. The only two-storey building, Burnett House, operates as a museum. Sign up for a guided tour on Wednesday, or explore at your leisure Monday to Saturday.


BUYING INDIGENOUS ART ETHICALLY

Indigenous art makes for a meaningful souvenir, but it’s important to ensure that artists also receive meaningful benefit. Purchasing art directly from artists (who you may see painting outdoors in Darwin and beyond) is one way to ensure that artists are paid fairly for their work – granted you agree to a fair price. Another way is to shop at galleries that are members of the Indigenous Art Code (indigenousartcode.org). This helps to reassure buyers that the art is ethically sourced and provides greater certainty of the artwork’s origin. At Indigenous art centres you may even get to meet the artist who produced the work, making your purchase even more memorable.



Drinking in Darwin: Best Spots for Live Music

Darwin Ski Club: Darwin’s best location for a sunset beer, in Fannie Bay, with live music from 5pm. noon-11pm Mon-Fri, from 11am Sat & Sun

Happy Yess: This not-for-profit venue hosts great live acts on weekend nights in the Browns Mart theatre precinct. 9am-1am Fri-Sat

Railway Club: Big supporters of Darwin’s live music scene, this Parap social club pulls class acts. 4-11pm Mon-Fri, 3pm-1.30am Sat, 3-10pm Sun

Discovery Darwin: Since LGBTIQ+-friendly club Throb closed, this nightclub offers the next best big night out. 9pm-4am Thu-Sat, from 10pm Sun-Wed




Beyond Darwin
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Uncover day-trip-able cultural and wildlife experiences within easy reach of Darwin, from the Tiwi Islands to Arnhem Highway detours.


You needn’t venture far from Darwin to uncover some real gems. The Tiwi Islands − Bathurst Island and Melville Island − lie about 80km north of Darwin, and are home to the Tiwi Aboriginal people. A visit here is one of the cultural highlights of the Top End.

Southeast of Darwin, the Arnhem Hwy (Rte 36) connects the city to Kakadu National Park. While many travellers stop for little more than petrol along the way, there are a number of worthwhile sights and activities in the Adelaide River and Mary River regions en route if you have the time, from serene wetland cruises to hands-on Aboriginal cultural experiences. The highway traverses the traditional lands of numerous Aboriginal groups.

Places

Tiwi Islands

Arnhem Highway


GETTING AROUND

SeaLink Northern Territory runs a daily return ferry from Darwin’s Cullen Bay Marina to the Tiwi Islands during the Dry, with reduced services in the Wet. The journey to Wurrumiyanga on Bathurst Island takes 2½ hours; there’s a kiosk on board. Fly Tiwi also has daily flights to Bathurst Island (30 minutes). The Arnhem Hwy branches off towards Kakadu 34km southeast of Darwin. Some local operators offer transfers from Darwin, but most visitors self-drive.



Tiwi Islands Time from Darwin: 3½ HRS [image: img]

Sail away to the Tiwi Islands

Fairly isolated from mainland developments until the 20th century, the Tiwis (We People) have a distinct culture and today are well known for producing vibrant art, particularly screen-printed textiles, paintings and carvings; and the odd champion Aussie rules football player.

The main settlement on the islands is Wurrumiyanga in the southeast of Bathurst Island, which was founded in 1911 as a Catholic mission. On Melville Island the settlements are Pirlangimpi and Milikapiti. Tourism is restricted on the islands, home to around 2350 people (more than 86% Indigenous), and for most travellers the only way to visit is on one of the daily organised tours from Darwin.

SeaLink Northern Territory offers several tour options, although interaction with the local community tends to be limited to your guides and the local workshops and showrooms. The Tiwi Day Tour includes permit, Welcome to Country ceremony, light lunch, and visits to the early Catholic mission buildings, the Patakijiyali Museum and a pukumani burial site. The Tiwi by Design tour also includes permit and a welcome ceremony, as well as lunch, visits to a local museum and church and an art workshop, where you get to screen-print your own tea towel or T-shirt to take home. The ferry gets you back to Darwin by 5.45pm.


Tiwi AFL Grand Final and Art Sale

Held at the end of March on Bathurst Island, this sporting spectacular displays the Tiwis’ passion for Aussie rules football. Thousands come from Darwin for the day, which coincides with the Tiwi Annual Art Sale. Book your ferry trip well in advance, although you don’t need to be on a tour or have a permit to come to this.

Arnhem Highway Time from Darwin: 30–75 MINS [image: img]

Go bird-watching in Fogg Dam Conservation Reserve

Bring your binoculars – the fecund green Fogg Dam Conservation Reserve is waterbird heaven. If you’re lucky, you might also spot one of the 250,000 water pythons thought to live here. The dam walls are closed to walkers (due to crocodiles), but there are a couple of easy nature walks (2.2km and 4.4km) through monsoon forest and woodlands to viewing decks over the water lilies. Bird numbers are highest between December and July. The turnoff for the reserve is about 15km southeast along the Arnhem Hwy from the Humpty Doo Hotel. NT Parks Pass required.

Gaze out over the floodplain

Three kilometres past the Fogg Dam turnoff, east along the Arnhem Hwy, the striking Wetland View Top (designed to represent a dancing brolga – a large grey Australian crane) sits at the highest point of the Adelaide River floodplain. It’s full of displays explaining the wetland ecosystem, as well as the history of the area’s Limilngan-Wulna Aboriginal people. There are also great views over the Adelaide River floodplain from the observation deck (if the cafe up here isn’t open, you can grab snacks from the downstairs kiosk), and binoculars for studying the waterbirds on Lake Beatrice. Donation appreciated.

Take a tour

Learn about the Adelaide River region’s rich cultural legacy and get up close to local wildlife on a guided tour.

Aboriginal-owned Pudakul Aboriginal Cultural Tours runs an excellent two-hour cultural tour at its base just off the Arnhem Hwy, 45 minutes from Darwin, with Aboriginal guides taking you through everything from spear-throwing and didgeridoo lessons to bush-tucker and bush-medicine guided walks. Add an art lesson to paint your own souvenir, or book the 30-minute experience separately. It also also offers a full-day, Aboriginal-guided, rock-art tour from Darwin.

With a focus on spotting local wildlife (rather than feeding jumping crocs), Adelaide River Tours gets our vote for the best wildlife tour on the Adelaide River. Yes, you’ll see crocs, as well as kangaroos, buffaloes and charismatic bird species. It’s a family-run operation, with Darwin pickups.


OVERNIGHTING ON THE TIWIS

The islands’ handful of remote lodges are mostly tailored to fishing travellers; Melville Island-based Tiwi Islands Adventures and Clearwater Island Lodge both cater to anglers. Set on a remote sandy beach on Bathurst Island lined with coconut palms, Tiwi Island Retreat can also take you ‘barra’ fishing. But the main focus at this barefoot-luxe retreat is unplugged escapism, complete with a cocktail welcome. SeaLink offers a one-night stay combined with the Tiwi by Design tour. Otherwise, there’s a two-night minimum and prices include meals, drinks and some activities. Tiwi Enterprises runs a basic hotel on each island, mainly used by contractors. Permits from the Tiwi Land Council are required for overnight stays.



Eating & Drinking on the Arnhem Hwy: Our Picks

Wetland View Top: If the rooftop cafe isn’t open, there’s a downstairs kiosk with ice-creams, cold drinks and snacks. 8am-5pm $

Humpty Doo Hotel: Classic outback pub, 3km past the Boxing Croc statue; try a croc burger. 10am-10pm Sun-Wed, until midnight Thu-Sat $$

Purple Mango Cafe & Brewery: Pair wood-fired pizzas with craft brews just off Arnhem Hwy. 10am-4pm Fri-Mon & 6-8pm Sat $$

Corroboree Park Tavern: NT pub grub is served all day at this rustic roadhouse on the Arnhem Hwy in Marrakai. 10am-midnight $$

Cruise Corroboree Billabong

Wonderful boat excursions with Wetland Cruises – Corroboree Billabong show the Mary River Wetlands in all their glory. You’re almost guaranteed to see crocs, as well as plenty of birdlife, and learn loads of fun facts along the way. There are 90-minute morning cruises, and lunch or sunset cruises, along with full-day excursions from Darwin, including transfers. The departure point is a 90-minute drive from Darwin; a shuttle bus is available from Corroboree Park Tavern (85km from Darwin) if you have a hire car that you’re not permitted to drive on the unsealed side road (20km) to the billabong.
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Comb-crested jacana, Corroboree Billabong | SLJONES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Exploring Mary River National Park

Blink and you’ll miss the skinny section of Mary River National Park traversed by the Arnhem Hwy. This wetland region is famous for its crocs, birdlife and barra fishing (best with your own boat). There is also a handful of short walks and two rollicking 4WD tracks: the 32km Wildman Track linking Rockhole and Wildman Rds and the Hardies Track, aka the long way from the Arnhem Hwy to Corroboree Billabong (25km each way). Accessible by dirt road, riverside Couzens Lookout is the park’s most atmospheric camping area; anglers usually opt for Shady Camp, next to a boat ramp further north.


CROC JUMPING?

One of the most popular activities in the Arnhem Hwy region involves taking travellers out on a boat on the Adelaide River and enticing otherwise wild saltwater crocodiles to leap from the water to snatch hunks of meat being held above them. There are some concerns with these tours, typically advertised as day trips from Darwin, on animal-welfare grounds. While operators claim to closely monitor their activities to avoid creating an unnatural dependence upon humans for food among wild crocs, the ethics of baiting wild animals to perform for the purposes of human entertainment and profit are murkier than the Adelaide River.






Litchfield National Park

WATERFALLS | WILD WALKS | CAMPING
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It may not be as well known as Kakadu, but many Territorians rate Litchfield – a significant site for Marranuggu, Koongurrukun, Werat and Warray Aboriginal peoples – even higher. The rock formations and natural swimming pools are simply stunning, and Litchfield is smaller and more manageable than Kakadu.

The 1500-sq-km national park encloses much of the spectacular Tabletop Range, a wide, sandstone plateau edged by rugged cliffs. The waterfalls that pour off the edge of this plateau year-round are a highlight of the park, feeding crystal-clear cascades and plunge pools cleared of crocodiles at the beginning of the Dry. The only downside is that, given its proximity to and ease of access from Darwin, it’s often busy, and the only road through the park can be full of tour buses. Even so, it remains a beautiful place and certainly one of the best spots in the Top End for bushwalking, camping and especially swimming.


GETTING AROUND

Just a 90-minute drive south from central Darwin, the park’s main attractions are all 2WD-accessible, but you’ll be able to see more with a 4WD. There are petrol stations in both of these gateway hubs, with more sleeping and dining options in Batchelor. Several Darwin-based operators run day-tours to Litchfield, including a stop at Berry Springs Nature Park; Ethical Adventures also offers a ‘4WD Adventure’ option.



[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Florence Falls

2 Tabletop Track

3 Wangi Falls

SIGHTS

4 Bamboo Creek Tin Mine

5 Lost City

6 Magnetic Termite Mounds

7 Surprise Creek Falls

8 Tjaynera Falls

9 Tolmer Falls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Buley Rockhole

SLEEPING

11 Hideaway Litchfield

12 Litchfield Tourist Park

13 Rum Jungle Bungalows




[image: ] TOP TIP

With nowhere to dine inside the park beyond the Wangi Falls kiosk (dry-season only), stock up your Esky. Just before the park’s southern entrance, the cafe at the Litchfield Tourist Park makes a mean coffee. There’s also a dry-season coffee shop at Hideaway Litchfield in Rakula, brewing on weekends.



Nature’s Tombstones

Litchfield’s magnetic termite mounds

About 17km after entering the park from Batchelor you come to what looks like a field of golden tombstones rising up from a wide, flat plain. These giant wedge-shaped mounds made by magnetic (also known as compass) termites are perfectly aligned to regulate temperature, catching the morning sun, then allowing the residents to dodge the midday heat. There’s a short boardwalk with interpretative signage; don’t miss the giant mounds made by the aptly named cathedral termites between the car park and the main road.

Camping in Litchfield National Park

Immerse in nature

Litchfield National Park’s camping areas are among the NT’s best, making a good case for exploring the park slowly (and cheaply) over several days. There are six camping areas inside the park, with top billing going to Florence Falls and Wangi Falls for 2WD accessibility and hot showers; the former’s east-facing sites come with stellar views. Near the park’s northern entrance, Walker Creek has walk-in tent sites only. The trio of creekside camping grounds at Central Valley have dirt-road access (off the road to the Lost City), with a 4WD required to access the more remote Tjaynera Falls (Sandy Creek) and Surprise Creek Falls camping grounds, both along the dirt road turnoff just after Tolmer Falls, which connects to Daly River Rd further south. All campsites must be booked in advance (parkbookings.nt.gov.au).

Litchfield’s Lost City

See surreal sandstone towers

If you’ve a 4WD, this dramatic collection of eroded rocky outcrops, some up to 500 million years old, has come to resemble a city of sandstone skyscrapers. Short walking tracks loop through the towers. The Lost City is signposted off the main road through Litchfield, 4km past the Buley Rockhole and Florence Falls turnoff, and is reached via 10km of unsealed track, which typically closes in the Wet. It can possibly be done in a 2WD vehicle (if your insurance policy allows it), but a 4WD is recommended.


BEST WALKS IN LITCHFIELD

Tabletop Track

A topographic map and an emergency communication method are essential on this dramatic 39km circuit (two to five days) for experienced bushwalkers.

Cascades Walks

Easy 2.6km-return Lower Cascades Walk to Curtin Falls for a swim, or loop back via the Upper Cascades (3.3km total) for another dip.

Walker Creek Walk

Delightful 3.5km-return walk. You can swim here, too.

Bamboo Creek Tin Mine

A 330m circuit around the ruins of a former tin mine, north of Walker Creek.






Litchfield’s Top Waterfalls & Waterholes by Car
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Slip into your swimwear and enter the national park from the south (near Batchelor), bound for 1 Buley Rockhole, 8km from the magnetic termite mounds. Find your own personal rock pool in this gentle cascade before driving another 3.4km to 2 Florence Falls. It’s a 15-minute, 135-step descent to the beautiful pool surrounded by monsoon forest, where the twin falls flow year-round. Alternatively, you can see the falls from a lookout, 120m from the car park, and if you don’t fancy climbing the steep staircase back up to the car park, the serene Shady Creek Walk (950m) begins by the waterhole and climbs gently through riverine monsoon forest then into the more open savannah woodland country. There’s also a walking track (1.7km, 45 minutes) between Florence Falls and Buley Rockhole that follows Florence Creek. Double back to the main road and drive 18.5km to the spectacular 3 Tolmer Falls, which are for looking at only. A 1.6km return track (45 minutes) offers beautiful views of the 42m-high falls pouring into the valley below. It’s a further 7km along the main road to the turnoff for Litchfield’s big-ticket attraction, 4 Wangi Falls (pronounced Wong-guy), a further 1.6km up a side road. The falls flow year-round, spilling either side of a huge rocky outcrop and filling a large swimming hole fringed by monsoon forest. They’re immensely popular during the Dry (when there’s a kiosk here, and free public wi-fi), but water levels (and croc risks) in the Wet can make them unsafe; look for signposted warnings. The lovely 1.6km-return Wangi Falls Walk takes you to a viewing platform at the base of the falls, through a monsoon forest, then via stairs up to the escarpment.






Beyond Litchfield National Park
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A blissful natural oasis and echoes of the gold rush are among the highlights surrounding the Litchfield wilderness.


Bookending Litchfield National Park are Berry Springs, on Kungarakan Country to the north, and Batchelor, on the traditional lands of the Kungarakan and Warrai to the south.

Formerly a bustling uranium-mining town, bucolic Batchelor is now the main gateway town servicing Litchfield National Park. It has the bulk of accommodation. Berry Springs, meanwhile, has a spectacular spring and a popular zoo.

A short detour off the Stuart Highway, 145km south of Batchelor, Pine Creek was once the scene of a frantic gold rush. The quietly pretty town sits at the junction of several Aboriginal groups; the Wagiman and Jawoyn Bolmo, Matjba and Wurrkbarbar people are joint Native Title holders.
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Berry Springs Nature Park | CHAMELEONSEYE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Places

Berry Springs

Batchelor

Pine Creek


GETTING AROUND

Greyhound buses from Darwin to Alice Springs stop in Adelaide River (32km south of Batchelor) and Pine Creek, but you won’t get much further without a car; most people visit the area on a road trip or tour from Darwin. Near the Kakadu Hwy and Umbrawarra Gorge turnoffs, Pine Creek makes for a pleasant place to spend the night while exploring the area. There are petrol stations in all of these towns.




Berry Springs Time from Litchfield National Park: 40 MINS [image: img]

Refresh at Berry Springs Nature Park

This wonderful waterhole of Berry Springs Nature Park is only 50km south of Darwin and very popular with locals. It’s a beautiful series of spring-fed swimming holes shaded by paperbarks and pandanus and serenaded by abundant birds; native flowers bloom here in March and April. Facilities include a kiosk, a picnic area with BBQs, toilets, changing sheds and showers. And there are large grassed areas to lounge around on between swims. Turn off the Stuart Highway 48km south of Darwin; it’s then about 10km to the park.

Get acquainted with Top End wildlife

If zoos are your thing, the vast Territory Wildlife Park offers an easy way to admire Top End wildlife, just a five-minute drive from Berry Springs Nature Park. Among its highlights is the aquarium with a clear tunnel that takes you through a series of aqua-scaped exhibits teeming with critters, including a 4m saltwater crocodile. Wear comfortable walking shoes and bring a bicycle or scooter for kids, or use the free shuttle train that runs continuously on the park’s 4km loop road. Wheelchairs are also available.


USEFUL NT APPS

Indigital Storytelling

Great for kids, the app brings Indigenous stories to life with augmented reality.

Kakadu Visitor Guide App

Kakadu visitor guide with park information.

Kakadu Birds

Essential guide to bird-watching in Kakadu.

Field Guide to Northern Territory Fauna

Identify over 600 NT wildlife species.

NT Fishing & Boating Mate

Tides, tips, rules, how to stay safe, and more.

Uluru Visitor Guide

Similar to the Kakadu version, with maps, audio tours and more.

Red Centre Art Trails

Art attractions and events in the Red Centre.

Uluru Birds

Images, birdcalls and descriptions of over 50 birds in Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park.



Batchelor Time from Litchfield National Park: 15 MINS [image: img]

Learn Batchelor’s backstory

Many travellers breeze through Batchelor, but if you’re not in a rush, pick up a copy of the Batchelor Heritage Walk at the Batchelor Visitor Centre on Takarri Rd to guide your steps on a history-focused amble. The Batchelor Museum, also on Takarri Rd, is the most interesting stop, with displays covering everything from the WWII years, when Batchelor became an important base for Allied air operations, to the region’s Aboriginal heritage.

Housed in a 1950s hospital on Awilla Rd, the Coomalie Cultural Centre was preparing to reopen with an Indigenous art exhibition and retail outlet when we visited.

Pine Creek Time from Litchfield National Park: 1¾ HRS [image: img]

Step back into the gold rush

Established in 1889 after gold was discovered in the 1870s by construction workers on the Overland Telegraph Line, now-sleepy Pine Creek retains a clutch of historic buildings from the era. Among them is the rustic Pine Creek Museum (closed weekends), housed in Australia’s oldest prefabricated building. Shipped from England and erected in 1889 as the home of the mining warden in nearby (and long-ago-abandoned) Burrundie, the corrugated-iron building was moved to Pine Creek in 1913. More gold rush–era relics can be found along the 79km Northern Goldfield Loop trail that takes you along dirt roads from Pine Creek to Adelaide River, though for many the highlight of the drive was a pit stop at the characterful Grove Hill Hotel, roughly halfway, which sadly closed its doors in 2018.

Explore an isolated gorge

About 3km south of Pine Creek on the Stuart Highway is the turnoff to the dramatic red cliffs of Umbrawarra Gorge Nature Park, with a safe swimming hole (which can stagnate by September), a little beach and a basic camping ground. The Wagiman people speak for this land; look carefully and you’ll see Aboriginal art on the gorge walls.

The gorge is 22km down a corrugated dirt road (just OK for 2WDs in the Dry; 4WD only in the Wet). The 1km walk along the water’s edge is easy, but will have you clambering over boulders every now and then. Bring plenty of water and mosquito repellent.
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Umbrawarra Gorge Nature Park | JILLIAN HOLMES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHITEWASHED HISTORY

The harsh living conditions in the Territory goldfields is of little significance when compared to those of the era’s Aboriginal peoples. In 1884, following the killing of several non-Indigenous miners by Wulwulam/Woolwonga men, the entire Wulwulam/Woolwonga clan was thought to have been exterminated in one of the most devastating massacres of Indigenous peoples carried out across the country from 1788 until the 1930s. Nearly 130 years later, an 1889 census document was found showing that at least one member of the Wulwulam/Woolwonga clan, a child named Jennie, had survived the massacre. In 2014, a memorial plaque was installed in Burrundie, on the traditional lands of the Wulwulam/Woolwonga people, in the company of her descendants.



Eating & Drinking Beyond Litchfield: Our Picks

Mayse’s Cafe: Diner-style spot in Pine Creek serving sandwiches, homemade sausage rolls, burgers and more. Decent coffee, too. 8am-2pm $

Lil’ Ripper Cafe, Bar & Bistro: With five schnitzels to choose from, this renovated place almost feels ritzy. 9am-10pm $$

Lazy Lizard Tavern: Select a tune on the jukebox and settle in for a pub meal at this Pine Creek caravan-park restaurant. noon-3pm & 6-8pm $$

Berry Springs Tavern: The burgers and parmigianas (chicken or eggplant) are reliable choices, with 5pm happy hour on weekdays. 10am-9.30pm $$




Kakadu National Park

ROCK ART | WILDLIFE | WILDERNESS
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There is more than a national park at Kakadu; this place is a living acknowledgment of the elemental link between its Bininj/Mungguy Traditional Custodians and the Country they have nurtured, endured and respected for more than 65,000 years. Encompassing almost 20,000 sq km (about 200km north–south and 100km east–west), Kakadu holds within its boundaries a spectacular ecosystem, periodically scorched and flooded, and incredible ancient rock art.

In just a few days you can cruise on billabongs bursting with wildlife, examine 25,000-year-old rock paintings with the help of an Indigenous guide, swim in pools at the foot of tumbling waterfalls, and hike through ancient sandstone escarpment country.

If Kakadu has a downside, it’s that it’s very popular – in the Dry at least. Resorts, camping grounds and rock-art sites can be very crowded. But this is a vast park and, with a little adventurous spirit, you can easily leave the crowds behind.


GETTING AROUND

The Arnhem Hwy and Kakadu Hwy traverse the park; both are sealed and are usually accessible year-round – check the online Kakadu Access Report for the latest road, camping ground and visitor site closures. Fuel is available at Cooinda and Jabiru. Many people choose to access Kakadu on a tour, but it’s just as easy with your own wheels if you know what kinds of road conditions your trusty steed can handle. Katherine Coaches runs a daily return service between Darwin and Jabiru.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cahill’s Crossing

2 Maguk

3 Ubirr

SIGHTS

4 Jim Jim Falls

5 Twin Falls

6 Warradjan Aboriginal Cultural Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Bardedjilidji Sandstone Walk

8 Guluyambi Cultural Cruise

9 Kakadu Air

10 Kakadu Animal Tracks

11 Kakadu Tourism

12 Manngarre Monsoon Forest Walk

13 Yellow Water Cruises

SLEEPING

14 Anbinik Kakadu Resort

15 Aurora Kakadu Lodge & Caravan Park

16 Cooinda Lodge Kakadu

SHOPPING

17 Marrawuddi Arts & Culture

INFORMATION

18 Bowali Visitor Information Centre
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A separate entry pass is required for Kakadu National Park, managed by Parks Australia. Get one online (parksaustralia.gov.au/kakadu). The only places to eat and drink are at resorts in Jabiru and Cooinda.



Rock Art & Stellar Sunsets

Magnificent Ubirr

Glorious Ubirr, 39km north of the Arnhem Hwy via a sealed road, is home to one of Kakadu’s most famous rock-art sites. Even when you’re sharing it with busloads of visitors, coming here feels like wandering into a soulful history book of Kakadu’s extraordinary human and natural history. It’s a spiritual place and very, very beautiful. Spread over five main galleries, layers of rock-art paintings, in various styles and from various centuries, command a mesmerising stillness. Part of the main gallery reads like a menu, with images of kangaroos, tortoises and fish painted in X-ray, which became the dominant style about 8000 years ago. Predating these are the paintings of mimi spirits: cheeky, dynamic figures who, it’s believed, were the first of the Creation Ancestors to paint on rock. Look out for the yam-head figures, where the head is depicted as a yam on the body of a human or animal; these date back around 15,000 years.

The magnificent Nardab Lookout is a 250m scramble accessed from the main gallery. Surveying the lush floodplain, watching the sun set in the west and the moon rise in the east like they’re on an invisible set of scales gradually exchanging weight, is humbling, to say the least. The site closes right after sunset.

Crocs & Culture

Catch the action at Cahill’s Crossing

It may be small, but there can be few more dramatic frontiers in Australia. Cahill’s Crossing, a shallow causeway near Ubirr, which is impassable when the tide’s in, crosses the East Alligator River from Kakadu National Park on the west bank to Arnhem Land to the east. And watching you as you cross is the river’s healthy and rather prolific population of saltwater crocs. Check tides in advance to time your visit.

Catch the action from another angle on a Guluyambi Cultural Cruise run by Kakadu Cultural Tours. Departing from the upstream boat ramp on the East Alligator River just east of Cahill’s Crossing, these Aboriginal-led cruises (three departures daily in the Dry, less in the Wet) are a wonderful way to see crocodiles and a little of Arnhem Land from the riverbank, listening to Dreaming stories and learning about traditional uses for plants and animals as you go. There’s even a bit of rock art to admire on your way upriver.

Time to kill before high tide? There are two nice walks beginning from the car park just south of the upstream boat ramp. Mainly sticking to a boardwalk, the Manngarre Monsoon Forest Walk (1.5km return, easy) starts by the downstream boat ramp just south of Cahill’s Crossing and winds through heavily shaded vegetation, palms and vines.

Starting a short stroll south of the upstream car park, the Bardedjilidji Sandstone Walk (2.5km, easy) takes in wetland areas of the East Alligator River and some interesting eroded sandstone outliers of the Arnhem Land escarpment. Look out for rock wallabies and the much-prized-among-birders chestnut-quilled rock pigeon.


CAMPING IN KAKADU

There are more than 20 camping grounds in Kakadu National Park; some are free, while those with more facilities require fees paid in cash (from $6 to $15 per adult), so don’t forget to bring change. With sites available on a first-come, first-served basis, arrive early in the Dry to snag a good spot. There’s a supermarket in Jabiru and a small store in Cooinda, but it’s best to bring everything you’ll need from Darwin, especially drinking water. Alcohol is permitted only in the Mardukal camping ground, near Cooinda. You can also camp at several privately run holiday parks in Jabiru, and the Ngurrungurrudjba (Yellow Water) Camping ground & Caravan Park at Cooinda.



Wondrous Waterfalls

Jim Jim Falls and Twin Falls

Remote and spectacular, these two falls epitomise the rugged Top End. Jim Jim Falls, a sheer 215m drop, is awesome after rain (when it can only be seen from the air), but its waters shrink to a trickle by about June, though you can still swim in the pool at the base of the falls. Similarly impressive Twin Falls flows year-round, but there’s no swimming.

These two waterfalls are reached via a good unsealed road that turns south off the Kakadu Hwy between Nourlangie and Cooinda. At the 50km mark, you’ll reach the only camping ground (Karnamarr); bring food supplies. Beyond here, the road is high-clearance 4WD territory – it’s 8km to the Jim Jim Falls car park; at the 7km mark the road splits and it’s another 8km to the Twin Falls car park. It’s a challenging 2km-return walk to the base of Jim Jim Falls with lots of clambering around boulders, or an easier 800m-return walk to a viewing point alongside Jim Jim Creek (no swimming; crocs). Ongoing infrastructure upgrades meant only the Escarpment Walk to the top of the falls (6km return) was open at the time of research. A couple of tour companies make trips to both waterfalls in the Dry.
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Float in a Hidden Oasis

Magic of Maguk

Though it’s unlikely you’ll have dreamy Maguk (Barramundi Gorge) to yourself in the Dry, this glorious natural pool and falls is worth sharing. The 2km-return walk in from the car park follows a crystal-clear, pandanus-lined creek, but you’ll need to resist the urge to dive in (crocs) until you reach the top pool. Count on about an hour’s walking, plus swimming time. The 10km unsealed road in here (off the Kakadu Hwy, 50km south of Cooinda Lodge) is lined with golden termite mounds; there’s a bush campsite just before the car park.

Another 40km along the Kakadu Hwy is the turnoff to Gunlom (Waterfall Creek Falls), reached by a 37km unsealed road. The entire site, including the plunge pool, the camping ground, and the track to the infinity pool at the top of the falls, was closed at the time of research while a sacred-site dispute played out in court. Check the Kakadu Access Report for updates.

Get Cultured in Cooinda

Stop by the Warradjan Cultural Centre

Just off the Kakadu Hwy, 58km south of Jabiru, Cooinda is a popular base for exploring the southern part of the national park. An easy 1km walk from its popular lodge and camping ground is the excellent Warradjan Cultural Centre. Open daily, its excellent displays include artefacts (from sugar-bag holders to grinding stones) that illustrate the stories Traditional Custodians wish to share with visitors. You’ll be introduced to the moiety system (the law of interpersonal relationships), languages and skin names, as well as the ‘six seasons’ of Kakadu. A mesmeric soundtrack of chants and didgeridoos plays in the background. The attached gift shop is a rich resource of Aboriginal art, homeware and more.


BEST KAKADU TOURS

Yellow Water Cruises

Cruise Cooinda’s Yellow Water Billabong and South Alligator River, spotting wildlife with Aboriginal-owned Kakadu Tourism’s excellent guides.

Kakadu Animal Tracks

Depart Cooinda for an Aboriginal-guided safari, combining wildlife-spotting with culture, and a traditional campfire feast. Dry season only.

Kakadu Air

Admire Kakadu from above on a helicopter or fixed-wing flight. Wet-season waterfall tours are a highlight.

Kakadu National Park Guided Activities

Dry-season program of Bininj/Mungguy-led experiences, from rock-art tours to weaving classes.

Kakadu Tours & Travel

Among this Jabiru-based operator’s offerings is a great day trip to the Injalak Hill rock-art site and Injalak Arts centre in Arnhem Land.






Arnhem Land

ROCK ART | 4WD ADVENTURE | INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES
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One of Australia’s last wilderness areas and an Aboriginal homeland of great spiritual power – the two very often go hand in hand – Arnhem Land is a destination for dry-season adventurers. This is a land of raw, undeveloped coastlines and abundant wildlife. It’s a hauntingly beautiful, even mysterious, place; its red earth, azure seas and bottle-green woodlands are the backdrop to a fascinating, soulful human story.

Arnhem Land’s population of fewer than 16,000 people, in a region the size of Victoria, comes mostly from the Yolngu Nation of East Arnhem Land, and other Traditional Custodians. This is their land and you’re here only with their permission (permits are required). Most people live on outstations, but there are also Indigenous art centres, including some of Australia’s best, and a fine festival to anchor your visit. Travelling out here requires careful planning, but the rewards can be transformative.


GETTING AROUND

If you’re travelling far enough to warrant an overnight stay you’ll need to organise accommodation in advance. Most travellers visit the region on a tour, which will include the necessary permit(s). If you’re driving, a 4WD, plenty of fuel, enough food and water in case of an emergency and a satellite phone are essential. Most visitors to East Arnhem Land arrive via Gove Airport in Nhulunbuy, serviced by Airnorth. The road to the Cobourg Peninsula is only open in the Dry.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Buku Larrnggay Mulka Centre

2 Garig Gunak Barlu National Park

3 Injalak Arts

SIGHTS

4 Victoria Settlement

SLEEPING

5 BanuBanu Wilderness Retreat

6 Davidson’s Arnhemland Safari Lodge

7 Walkabout Lodge

8 Wiligi Outstation

ENTERTAINMENT

9 Garma Festival

SHOPPING

10 Anindilyakwa Arts
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Arnhem Land’s strict visitor-permit system is designed to protect the environment and sacred sites. Apply through the Northern Land Council for the Central Arnhem Hwy, Gunbalanya and West Arnhem Land, the Dhimurru Aboriginal Corporation for East Arnhem Land, and Parks & Wildlife for the Garig Gunak Barlu National Park.



Ultimate Aboriginal Art Showcase

Be wowed by Injalak Hill and Injalak Arts

West Arnhem Land’s blockbuster rock-art site, Injalak Hill (Tom Long Dreaming) is just an hour’s drive from Jabiru and 5km from the town of Gunbalanya (Oenpelli). Covering just about every centimetre of a sandstone monolith, this magnificent collection of rock art, with most works in X-ray style, tells a rich story of Aboriginal life spanning tens of thousands of years. Doubling as an ancient burial ground, it’s a deeply sacred and spellbinding place.

Best arranged in advance, tours of Injalak Hill are run out of Injalak Arts (closed weekends) in Gunbalanya (Oenpelli). One of Australia’s best Indigenous art centres, it’s a wonderful place to pick up meaningful souvenirs. Injalak Hill tours can also be arranged through the centre’s partner operators; among them the highly recommended Lords Kakadu & Arnhemland Safaris and Venture North Safaris.


Top End Treasure

Journey to the Cobourg Peninsula

Accessible only by 4WD (or boat or charter flight) and only possible to visit with a permit, the Cobourg Peninsula on the traditional lands of the Arrarrkbi people sees very few visitors, which adds considerably to its sense of raw beauty and isolation.

The waters of Garig Gunak Barlu National Park, which covers most of the peninsula, are home to six of the world’s seven species of marine turtle. Watch for the northern snake-necked turtle in the park’s inland billabongs. Whales, dolphins, various shark species and saltwater crocodiles are all found in the waters off the coast – swimming here would be extremely dangerous.

Mammal species, though elusive, include the likes of dingoes, echidnas, northern brown bandicoots and adorable sugar gliders. The park is also home to more than 200 bird species.

The Cobourg Peninsula is well-known among anglers for its fabulous barramundi fishing in March, April, October and November, while wildlife-watching is excellent during the Dry (the Peninsula is very difficult to access at other times).

There is a designated camping area at Smith Point with showers, toilets, BBQs and limited bore water; generators are allowed in one section. But the best place to stay is Cobourg Coastal Camp around 30km south, used exclusively by Venture North Safaris on its brilliant land-based and fishing tours. Outside the park, Wiligi Outstation is an excellent alternative, with permanent tents, cabins and camping.

The track to Cobourg starts at Gunbalanya (Oenpelli) and is accessible by 4WD vehicles only from May to October. The 270km drive to Black Point from the East Alligator River takes about five hours. There’s a ranger station at Black Point, also home to the small but interesting Black Point Cultural Centre.
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Isolated Arts

East Arnhem Land’s Aboriginal art

The wildly beautiful coast and country of East Arnhem Land is well off the beaten track, which is key to its appeal for intrepid travellers. About 3350 people live in the region’s main settlement, Nhulunbuy, built to service the bauxite mine here. Some of the country’s most respected art comes out of this region, too, including bark paintings, carved mimi spirit figures, yidaki (didgeridoos), woven baskets and mats, and jewellery. You can admire (and purchase) local art from the Buku-Larrŋgay Mulka Centre (closed Sunday). This museum and community-run art centre, 20km southeast of Nhulunbuy in Yirrkala, is the heartland of some of Arnhem Land’s most celebrated artists and artistic traditions, and they all come together here.

If you’re headed to Groote Eylandt, don’t miss Anindilyakwa Arts, next to the Groote Eylandt Lodge in Alyangula.

Escape to Bremer Island

Day tripping, East Arnhem style

If beachfront glamping at Banubanu Beach Retreat on beautiful Bremer Island, a 45-minute boat ride from the Gove Peninsula, is not in your budget, why not visit for the day? The retreat offers a day-trip option with return transfers, or you can pay a small fee to head over in your own boat to stroll the island’s empty beaches, kayak through crystalline waters, or simply kick back and savour a meal at the Banubanu’s Seabreeze Restaurant.


GARMA FESTIVAL

Held in northern East Arnhem Land in August, the four-day Garma Festival (yyf.com.au/garma-festival) is Australia’s largest Indigenous cultural gathering, a celebration of Yolngu life and culture that includes ceremonial performances, storytelling, film screenings, yidaki healing, bushcraft lessons, and much more. The festival also hosts the Key Forum, a platform for Indigenous leaders, First Nations people, government officials, academics and other stakeholders to discuss important issues affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Serious planning is required to attend, so start early. The festival site is a 30-minute drive from Nhulunbuy. Or you can tackle the 675km drive from Katherine; 4WD essential. Festival accommodation is in tents; BYO linen.






Katherine & Nitmiluk National Park

GORGE TOURS | WILD SWIMS | INDIGENOUS ART
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Katherine is best known for Nitmiluk National Park, northeast of the town. Apart from being an obvious base for exploring the park – one of the Territory’s biggest attractions that’s famous for its string of spectacular gorges – the sunbaked outback town also has a handful of interesting features worth a day or two of your time.

Katherine has long been an important meeting place, standing as it does where the traditional lands of the Jawoyn, Dagoman and Wardaman come together. Roads also converge here from Darwin, Western Australia (WA) and Alice Springs; you’ll certainly feel like you’ve arrived somewhere if you’ve just made the long trip up the highway from Alice Springs – Katherine’s namesake river is the first permanent running water on the road north of Alice Springs.

The Nitmiluk Visitor Centre at the entrance to Nitmiluk Gorge is a great place to begin your visit to the park; there’s another visitor centre in Katherine.


GETTING AROUND

Katherine is 317km south of Darwin along the Stuart Highway; the turnoff to Leliyn (Edith Falls) in the northern section of Nitmiluk National Park is 44km before Katherine. Greyhound buses from Darwin to Alice Springs stop in Katherine; Katherine Coaches also runs services to/from Darwin. Airnorth flies to Darwin, Alice Springs and Tennant Creek from Katherine’s small airport. You’ll want a car to get around town and out to the national park.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Leliyn

2 Nitmiluk National Park

3 Top Didj Cultural Experience & Art Gallery

SIGHTS

4 Godinymayin Yijard Rivers Arts & Culture Centre

5 Katherine Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Baruwei Lookout & Loop

7 Butterfly Gorge

8 Jatbula Trail

9 Katherine Hot Springs

10 Nitmiluk Tours

11 Waleka Walk

SLEEPING

12 Big4 Breeze Holiday Parks Katherine

13 Cicada Lodge

14 Knott’s Crossing Resort

EATING

15 Black Russian Caravan Bar

16 Maiden’s Lane

17 Nitmiluk Cafe

18 Savannah Bar & Restaurant

ENTERTAINMENT

19 Barunga Festival

20 Katherine Outback Experience

SHOPPING

21 Mimi Aboriginal Art & Craft

INFORMATION

22 Nitmiluk Visitor Centre
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For three days over a long weekend in mid-June, Barunga, 80km east of Katherine, holds Barunga Festival, which includes traditional arts and crafts, dancing, music, workshops, film screenings, sporting competitions and more. Bring your own camping equipment or visit for the day from Katherine.



An Urban Spa for the Ages

Bathe in Katherine Hot Springs

Bitter Springs may be bigger on Instagram, but Katherine Hot Springs is similarly idyllic and more accessible, with a wheelchair ramp (call 08 8972 5500 for the ramp access code). Within the township in Katherine South, this natural thermal spring fringed by greenery meanders alongside the Katherine River, its shallow gin-clear pools (with an average temperature of 25°C) inviting a relaxing soak. Arrive early enough (it’s open 7am to 7pm) and you might score a private float.

Aboriginal Art Fest

Katherine’s excellent art centres

Katherine’s trio of art centres are all worth a visit. In Katherine South, the Aboriginal community-owned and not-for-profit Mimi Aboriginal Art & Craft (closed weekends) has a large gallery space and two studios where you might spot regional artists at work.

In Katherine East, the expanded-in-2024 Godinymayin Yijard Rivers Arts & Culture Centre (closed Sunday) is dedicated to showcasing works by Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists from the Big Rivers region. It’s also a community hub, hosting events from comedy gigs to community luncheons.

Just off Gorge Rd on the way to Nitmiluk Gorge, Top Didj Cultural Experience & Art Gallery showcases Katherine’s largest collection of mostly regional Indigenous art for sale. Also offered is a hands-on, 2½-hour cultural experience (May to October) hosted by Top End Aboriginal artist Manuel Pamkal, who shares stories of living off the land as he teaches you bush skills – spanning spear-throwing to painting techniques.

Learn a Few Outback Tales

Don’t miss the Katherine Museum

Spread across a clutch of historic buildings at the former airport, about 3km from town on the road to the gorge, the outback Katherine Museum (closed weekends) does a good job of introducing the many characters and events that have shaped Katherine, from the stories of its Traditional Custodians to the devastating 1998 flood that killed four people and forced the evacuation of thousands. Displaying one of the Gipsy Moth planes flown by Clyde Fenton, the gallery named for the NT’s first flying doctor is a highlight.

An Outback Experience

Horse around to country tunes

Operating during the Dry, the Katherine Outback Experience is a two-hour show about horse training and working dogs, but expect your host, country music star Tom Curtain, to burst into song at some stage. Located off the Stuart Highway southeast of town, there’s at least one show most days except Sunday.

Simply Gorge-ous

Revel in the drama of Nitmiluk Gorge

Spectacular Nitmiluk (Katherine Gorge) forms the backbone of the 2900-sq-km Nitmiluk National Park, about 30km from Katherine.

A series of 13 deep sandstone gorges have been carved by the Katherine River on its journey from Arnhem Land to the Timor Sea. It’s a hauntingly beautiful place, and a must-do from Katherine. In the Dry the tranquil river is perfect for a paddle, but in the Wet an awesome torrent churns through the gorge, making swimming off-limits.

The gorge lies on the lands of the Jawoyn people, who jointly manage Nitmiluk with Parks & Wildlife. ‘Nitmiluk’ means ‘Place of Cicadas’ in the Jawoyn language. The excellent, Aboriginal-owned Nitmiluk Tours manages accommodation and activities within the park, including scenic flights, a wide range of boat cruises and cultural safaris, and canoe rental. The Nabilil Dreaming Sunset Dinner Tour comes highly recommended, taking in two gorges and a rock-art gallery and topped off with a sumptuous bush-tucker-inspired feast served as the gorges glow scarlet at sunset.


TOP END WILDLIFE

Kakadu alone has more than 60 mammal species, more than 280 bird species, 120 recorded species of reptile, 25 species of frog, 55 freshwater fish species and at least 10,000 different kinds of insect, including the striking blue-and-orange Leichhardt’s grasshopper. Most visitors see only a fraction, since many of them are shy, nocturnal or scarce. One Top End local you’re bound to cross paths with, especially around Darwin and in Kakadu, is the saltwater crocodile (there’s roughly one to every two NT residents). Red-tailed black cockatoos and whistling kites are common companions in Kakadu, with migratory birds arriving en masse in the Top End in September. Look for frill-necked lizards basking in sunny, grassy areas.



Lovely Leliyn

Swim at Edith Falls

Reached off the Stuart Highway 40km north of Katherine and a further 20km along a sealed road, Leliyn (Edith Falls) is a picturesque, safe haven for swimming and hiking. The huge pool at the base of the falls, fringed by pandanus and paperbark trees, is only 100m from the car park. Behind the pool is a leafy picnic area adjacent to a pleasantly landscaped and very popular camping ground. There’s a kiosk on the edge of the car park serving food, drinks and basic supplies.
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BEST WALKS IN NITMILUK NATIONAL PARK

Waleka Walk

Challenging 14km one-way walk (two to three days) from Pat’s Lookout to the eighth gorge.

Jatbula Trail

Renowned 66km epic (five days one-way) to Leliyn (Edith Falls).

Baruwei Lookout & Loop

Climb to the lookout (1.8km, one hour), then loop back to the visitor centre (4.8km, two hours).

Butterfly Gorge

Difficult walk (12km return, four hours) weaving through monsoon rainforest to a deep-water swimming spot along the second gorge.

Leliyn Trail & Sweetwater Pool Trail

Moderate Leliyn Trail (2.6km loop, 1½ hours) climbs to the Upper Pool, where the Sweetwater Pool Trail (8.6km return, three to five hours) branches off.



Eating & Drinking in Katherine: Our Picks

Black Russian Caravan Bar: This cutesy caravan serves great coffee, thick-cut toasties and pastries. 6.30am-2pm $

Nitmiluk Cafe: Katherine River views from the fabulous deck at the Nitmiluk Visitor Centre while tucking into a light meal. 8am-2pm $

Maiden’s Lane: Tthis brilliant cafe (same owners as the Caravan Bar) serves up top-notch burgers, brunch dishes and good coffee. 6am-2pm $$

Savannah Bar & Restaurant: The casual poolside bistro at Knotts Crossing Resort is the pick for dinner in Katherine. 5.30-9pm $$




Beyond Katherine & Nitmiluk National Park
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Some of the Territory’s most rewarding – and underrated – experiences are found within easy reach of Katherine and Nitmiluk.


Whether your idea of a good time is connecting with Aboriginal culture, floating in hot springs or bumping along isolated 4WD trails, you’ll find it in this wild and remote transitional zone, where the tropical north melts into the arid outback. Detour off the Stuart Highway before Katherine to find one of the NT’s top (and least touristy) Aboriginal experiences, while just 70 minutes south of Katherine on sealed roads, Bitter Springs offers an idyllic taste of Elsey National Park, the setting of the renowned colonial-era autobiographical novel, We of the Never Never.

Southwest of Katherine, the sealed Victoria Hwy connects to Kununurra in WA, passing through two lesser-known national parks where 4WD adventures await.

Places

Wugularr (Beswick)

Mataranka

Katherine to Western Australia


GETTING AROUND

Like most areas of the NT, this region is most easily explored with your own vehicle, ideally a 4WD if you’re planning to explore national parks beyond Elsey. Greyhound has a daily service from Darwin to Kununurra via Katherine, but the bus passes through the region at night, so to enjoy the views, book Katherine Coaches’ daytime service. Katherine Coaches also services Wugularr (Beswick). Greyhound buses to/from Darwin and Alice Springs stop in Mataranka.



Wugularr (Beswick) Time from Katherine: 1¼ HRS [image: img]

Deep culture

If you’re interested in seeing genuine Aboriginal art produced by local communities, it’s worth making the 59km detour off the Stuart Highway along the unsealed Central Arnhem Rd to the small community of Wugularr (Beswick) on Jawoyn Country. It’s an outstanding opportunity to draw near to the great artistic traditions of Arnhem Land, and experience Aboriginal life, without straying along long and lonely dirt tracks.

The main attraction is the Ghunmarn Culture Centre, which displays local paintings and didgeridoos painted in the West Arnhem Land style, as well as fibrecrafts and other creations. Usually open on weekdays during the Dry (call ahead to check), the centre also features the Blanasi Collection, a permanent exhibition of absolutely stunning artworks by the late artist David Blanasi and other Elders from the region. Attached is Djilpin Arts, where you can purchase paintings, handmade jewellery, woven baskets and other handicrafts, with profits supporting the community.

The centre also runs weaving workshops as well as day tours to magical Melkulumbu (Beswick Falls) and Bullocky Head, a scenic ceremony site. Attached to the centre, the stilted and very pleasant self-catering Djakanimba Pavilions offers a rare opportunity to overnight in a closed Aboriginal community. All experiences and accommodation can be booked through the centre (djilpinarts.org.au).


WE OF THE NEVER NEVER

Few outback stories have captured the national imagination like We of the Never Never, Jeannie Gunn’s account of life on Mataranka’s Elsey Station that was made into a film (1981).

Gunn arrived in the NT from Melbourne in 1902 with her husband, Aeneas, who was to take up the manager’s position at Elsey Station. Only a year after their arrival, Aeneas died of malarial dysentery.

Jeannie returned to Melbourne and recorded her Top End experiences in the novel, published in 1908. Today, her depiction of Aboriginal peoples may seem antiquated, although she did voice the (then-unpopular) opinion that white settlers had stolen their land.

Jeannie was awarded an OBE in 1939 for her contribution to Australian literature.



Mataranka Time from Katherine: 1¼ HRS [image: img]

Follow the Never Never Trail

In the small highway town of Mataranka, 108km south of Katherine on the lands of the Najig and Guyanggan Nganawirdbird peoples, the Never Never Museum has displays on the northern railway, WWII and local history. Life-size figures representing the book’s main characters populate the park along the Stuart Highway in the town centre.

Lonely Elsey Cemetery, around 20km south of Mataranka and signposted off the Stuart Highway, is a poignant footnote to the story. Many of the larger-than-life characters from the book are buried here, among them Aeneas Gunn (alongside a memorial to his wife), Henry Peckham, John MacLennan and Tom Pearce. The last remains of the original Elsey Station Homestead (destroyed during roadworks in the 1940s) lie 300m to the south near the end of the gravel track.

Outside the entrance to the Mataranka Homestead Resort (9km east of Mataranka) is a rickety replica homestead, constructed for the filming of We of the Never Never, which is screened daily in the resort bar.

Spring into Elsey National Park

It’s not difficult to understand how the pair of crystal-clear, aquamarine springs fringed by subtropical greenery in Elsey National Park became Instagram-famous. Named for the taste of its mineral-rich waters, which hover around 32°C, Bitter Springs is the most scenic of the two, with its sensitively designed tourism infrastructure (several sets of stairs leading into the springs, connected by a footpath) allowing its natural beauty to shine. Better yet, it’s only 3km from Mataranka along the sealed Martin Rd, with an easy 500m loop encircling the main Livistona palm–lined thermal pool.

Beside the Mataranka Homestead Resort (9km from Mataranka on the sealed Homestead Rd), Mataranka Thermal Pool is also accessed via an easy 500m loop trail. There’s a bit more infrastructure here (read: more concrete), upgraded in 2023, tending to make it more popular among travellers with kids. It can also be more crowded. Both springs flood in the Wet, making them off-limits for swimming until cleared of crocs.

The only place to camp inside the park is the gravel Jalmurark Campground alongside the gloriously green Roper River (no swimming or kayaking), 19km from Mataranka at the end of the sealed John Hauser Dr. There are several worthwhile walks that peel off the main road en route, including an easy, 650m-return trail to the remains of a WWII Aboriginal Army Camp, while a straightforward 365m-return walk to a sheep dip offers a taste of the region’s pastoral history. From the camping ground, the 8km-return moderate walk to Korowan (Mataranka Falls) follows the Roper River down to the tufa dams that cross it, forming the gentle rapids.

Wild donkeys are known to roam the park, which can give unsuspecting campers a fright when the animals’ high-pitched heehaws echo through the bush at night.
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Mataranka Thermal Pool | NICK BRUNDLE PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


LAST STOP LARRIMAH

Once upon a time the railway line from Darwin came as far as Birdum, 8km south of tiny Larrimah. That’s about as good as it ever got for Larrimah, on the traditional lands of the Wubalawun people, until the mysterious 2017 disappearance of local larrikin (hooligan) Paddy Moriarty inspired a 2023 Netflix sensation. Called Last Stop Larrimah, the two-part documentary follows the ensuing investigation, and the unravelling of a tiny outback town (of just 11 residents) that had begun well before Paddy went missing. You might bump into a few familiar faces if you stop for a pint at the Larrimah Pink Panther Hotel just off the Stuart Highway, 75km south of Mataranka.



Katherine to Western Australia Time from Katherine: UP TO 5 HRS [image: img]

Get off the beaten path

There are two fantastic national parks between Katherine and the WA border. Ripe for 4WD exploration, the first is Judbarra/Gregory National Park. Covering 12,860 sq km, it is so large that it encompasses the traditional lands of numerous Aboriginal groups, among them the Ngarinyman, Karrangpurru, Nungali, Malngin, Wardaman, Ngaliwurru and Bilinara.

There are numerous camping grounds, including at Big Horse Creek, just off the highway next to the mighty Victoria River near Timber Creek (the last petrol stop before the WA border). Worthwhile walks include the 500m-returnable to Gregory’s Tree, a sacred Aboriginal site about 9km northwest of Big Horse Creek camping ground, where the dates of English explorer AC Gregory’s 1855–56 North Australia Expedition were carved into a boab tree by expedition artist Baines.


Dip into Keep River National Park

One of the Northern Territory’s best-kept secrets, remote Keep River National Park nestles alongside the WA border, making Kununurra the closest town, 46km to the west. Used by the Miriwoong and Gajirrabeng peoples for thousands of years, this relatively small park packs some seriously epic scenery into its 574.37 sq km, with Aboriginal rock art and surreal sandstone formations reminiscent of the Bungle Bungle Range in Western Australia’s Purnululu National Park among its highlights.

There are two basic, shady, 2WD-accessible (in the Dry) camping areas in the park – one at Goorrandalng, 18km from the park entrance, the other at Jarnem, 32km from the entrance. From Goorrandalng, a 2km loop trail weaves through a soul-stirring sandstone habitat. From Jarnem, a 7km loop track takes you to an Aboriginal rock-art site as well as a spectacular lookout. Other short walks leading off the main access road reveal traces of historic Aboriginal occupation. Keep an eye out for local critters, including the short-eared rock-wallaby, white-quilled rock pigeon and sandstone shrike-thrush with its peachy buff.
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Keep River National Park | ROBERTHARDING/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


GATEWAY TO THE WILD WEST

The sealed Victoria Hwy − part of the Savannah Way − stretches 513km from Katherine to Kununurra in Western Australia. With its sandstone outcrops and boab trees rising out of the semiarid plains, this part of the world is sometimes called the East Kimberley, and it is indeed a stirring precursor to the glorious red-rock landscapes of the Kimberley further west.

The only town en route is tiny Timber Creek (290km from Katherine). Fuel, meals and camping are also available at the Victoria River Roadhouse, 200km from Katherine. Just 2km west of the roadhouse, the 1.3km Escarpment Walk rewards with spectacular views.

Fruits, vegetables, nuts and honey cannot be taken across the state border.






Alice Springs

ART GALLERIES | DESERT WILDLIFE | MOUNTAIN VIEWS
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Alice Springs is a fascinating city. An estimated one-quarter of the population here in the Alice (or Mparntwe, to the Arrernte Traditional Owners) is Indigenous, and, bathed in almost perpetual desert sunlight, it feels like nowhere else in the country. There’s a lot to see here, from what is arguably Australia’s richest concentration of First Nations art galleries and a world-class desert wildlife park to superb surroundings not far from the town centre; it has an eclectic eating scene, too. All of this make it worth a couple of days.

But Alice Springs is also the starting point for many a desert adventure. Right on the city’s doorstep to the east and west is a desert massif, the East and West MacDonnell Ranges, which includes many fabulous places to explore. These include deep, red-rock gorges and sheltered oasis-like swimming holes. And Uluru and King’s Canyon is each just a half-day’s drive away.
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Hiking Mt Gillen | RYAN WEBBER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

Unless you’re staying in the city centre, it makes it easier if you have your own wheels. Although the city centre itself is relatively compact, most sights are quite spread out and, with daytime temperatures often high, a short drive is usually the best option. Having your own vehicle also puts you within range of attractions that are easily visited from Alice Springs. Alternatively, numerous companies offer day tours of both regions, especially the West MacDonnell Ranges.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Papunya Tula Artists

2 Telegraph Station

SIGHTS

3 Alice Springs Reptile Centre

4 Anzac Hill

5 Araluen Arts Centre

6 Museum of Central Australia

7 Museum of Central Australia - Megafauna Central

8 National Pioneer Women’s Hall of Fame

9 Olive Pink Botanic Garden

10 Royal Flying Doctor Service Base

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Alice Springs Walking Tours

12 Ayeye Atyenhe Art

13 Emu Run Experience

14 Larapinta Trail

15 Wayoutback Desert Safaris

SLEEPING

16 Alice Lodge Backpackers

17 Alice’s Secret Traveller’s Inn

18 Desert Palms Resort

19 Doubletree by Hilton

EATING

20 Bean Tree Cafe

21 Epilogue Lounge

22 Flavours of India

23 Hanuman Restaurant

24 Page 27 Cafe

25 Water Tank Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26 Jump Inn

ENTERTAINMENT

27 Alice Springs Beanie Festival

28 Henley-on-Todd Regatta

SHOPPING

29 Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association

30 Desert Dwellers

31 Lone Dingo Adventure

32 Ngurratjuta Iltja Ntjarra

33 Red Kangaroo Books

34 Tangentyere Artists

35 Tjanpi Desert Weavers

36 Todd Mall Market

37 Yubu Napa Art Gallery

INFORMATION

38 Alice Springs Visitor Information Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re out and about after dark, especially on weekends, consider taking a taxi to and from your hotel. Crime rates in Alice Springs are not as bad as they’re made out to be, but still be careful once the sun goes down, at least in the town centre.





First Nations Art Galleries

Immerse yourself in desert art

In 2023, it was announced with much fanfare that Alice Springs would be the site for the landmark National Aboriginal Art Gallery. Due for completion by the end of 2027 and with a planned opening to the public early in 2028, this exciting project will take shape on the site of ANZAC Oval.

Until then, the only gallery to attempt a real overview from different communities is the good Araluen Arts Centre. And yet, part of the charm of exploring Alice Springs’ thriving art scene is to go to one of the galleries run by the desert communities themselves.

The best of all of these is the stunning Papunya Tula Artists, which is the standard-bearer for the desert art movement that began in Papunya in the early 1970s. It showcases work predominantly by Pintupi artists from Kintore and Kiwirrkurra, out near the Northern Territory–Western Australia border.

The small Tjanpi Desert Weavers, run by the Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (NPY) Women’s Council, works with more than 400 Central Desert female weavers from 26 remote communities. The highlights are the intricate woven baskets and quirky sculptures created from wild desert grasses; tjanpi means ‘wild harvested grass’.

Close by, the Western Desert art movement has long been known for its abstract, dot-painting style, but before this emerged in the 1970s, Albert Namatjira’s watercolour landscapes were the best-known First Nations artworks. At the small Ngurratjuta Iltja Ntjarra (‘Many Hands Art Centre’), you can look through watercolour paintings by descendants of Albert Namatjira and other visiting artists. Watch artists at work from 10am to 3pm, Monday to Thursday.

For something a little more edgy, try Tangentyere Artists, a contemporary studio offering everything from canvases and printed textiles to jewellery made from recycled materials.

Ayeye Atyenhe Art

Learn painting from the masters

One of the best ways for a genuine cross-cultural encounter on First Nations land has always been to sit alongside an artist while they paint at one of the Northern Territory’s many art centres. Ayeye Atyenhe Art takes it to the next level.

Two renowned First Nations artists, Marie Ryder (from the community of Santa Teresa) and Kevin Bird (from Mulga Bore), run 90-minute sessions four days a week. Each session is a precious chance to learn about everything from painting techniques to cultural traditions.


BEST TOURS FROM ALICE

Alice Springs Walking Tours

Ninety-minute walking tours around central Alice with local guide James Acklin; they leave from the visitor information centre.

Emu Run Experience

Tours to Uluru, Kings Canyon and through the West MacDonnell Ranges with smaller groups than most.

Pyndan Camel Tracks

Ride a camel with cameleer Marcus Williams, 17km southwest of Alice.

Trek Larapinta

This boutique trekking company offers guided hikes along the Larapinta Trail. Ask about their volunteer programs with desert communities.

Wayoutback Desert Safaris

Promises small-group, 4WD safari tours from remote desert camping near Uluru to five days in Uluru, Kings Canyon and West MacDonnell Ranges.



Wild Alice – Land & Sky

Meet the local animals, count the stars

Australia’s interior was once filled to bursting with mammals, reptiles and birds. Many have fallen extinct or are threatened, but others survive at the excellent Alice Springs Desert Park. Built around recreated desert habitats, the park’s highlights include the fabulous nocturnal house, with an incredible array of small mammals. Pick up a free audio guide, join one of the free ranger-led talks, and don’t miss the terrific birds-of-prey show.

If Australia’s formidable portfolio of reptiles give you frisson, head to the small Alice Springs Reptile Centre, where the collection of venomous snakes could kill you many times over. Meet also thorny devils; bearded dragons; geckos; Terry, a 3.3m saltwater croc; and Bub, a magnificent perentie, Australia’s largest lizard.

At the somewhat blurry intersection between conservation and entertainment, make up your own mind at Kangaroo Sanctuary. This was the home paddock of Kangaroo Dundee (a BBC/National Geographic show about a kangaroo family). Advance bookings necessary.

And after dark, Earth Sanctuary runs terrific Astronomy Tours using high-powered telescopes. Ring ahead to see if clear skies are forecast.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Alice Springs Desert Park

SIGHTS

2 Emily Gap (Anthwerrke)

3 Grave of John Flynn

4 Jessie Gap (Atherrke)

5 Mt Gillen

6 Old Ghan Heritage Railway Museum

7 School of the Air

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Earth Sanctuary

9 Pyndan Camel Tracks

SLEEPING

10 MacDonnell Range Holiday Park

11 Squeakywindmill Boutique Tent B&B

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Alice Springs Brewing Company

ENTERTAINMENT

13 Camel Cup



Alice Springs Cafes: Our Picks

Page 27 Cafe: Perennial Alice favourite does great coffee, juices and creative lunches. 7am-2pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-2pm Sat & Sun $$

Water Tank Cafe: Outback water tank meets antique shop at this quirky cafe with decent breakfasts and light meals for lunch. 8am-2pm Thu-Mon $$

Epilogue Lounge: This retro space has a decent wine list, food served all day and an agreeable Todd Mall terrace. 7am-2pm Tue-Sun $$

Bean Tree Cafe: Breakfast with the birds in the Olive Pink Botanic Garden. Apple-wood-smoked duck for lunch. 8am-3pm Wed-Sat $$

Bushwalking Around Alice Springs

Get out and walk

Begin with an easy stroll through Olive Pink Botanic Garden, with over 500 central Australian plant species that include bush foods and medicinal plants, such as native lemongrass, quandong and bush passionfruit.

For something a little more strenuous, the old Telegraph Station combines history (messages between Darwin and Adelaide were relayed through here until 1932) and 450 hectares of parkland. Try the 30-minute loop to Trig Hill, returning via the original station cemetery.

The ascent of Mt Gillen (914m), the highest of the mountains around Alice, begins 50m west of the grave of John Flynn, around 7km west of Alice. After passing through a gate, you’ll scramble up the Heavitree Range, which is the closest part of the West MacDonnell Ranges to town. When you reach the ridge, walk west for around 500m for fantastic views over the mountains, desert and town. Either return the way you came, or follow the trail down to the southeast and then east, coming out near Heavitree Gap at the southern gateway to town, some 11km and 3½ to four hours after you began.

Learn Alice’s Historical Story

Alice Springs museums

Alice Springs’ best museums highlight its unique role in Australian national life.

There’s an excellent museum attached to the Royal Flying Doctor Service. This interactive space charts the history of this remarkable organisation, whose dedicated health workers provide 24-hour emergency retrievals across almost 1.25 million sq km. State-of-the-art exhibits include a somewhat spooky hologram of founder John Flynn, a visit to the operational control room, and there’s even a flight simulator. Guided tours leave every half hour, with the last at 4pm.

The School of the Air (1951), the first of its kind in the country, is a high-tech school with virtual classrooms providing an educational lifeline for children on remote stations across 1.3 million sq km.

And of all the various transport museums in Alice, don’t miss the Old Ghan Heritage Railway Museum, with its refashioned locomotives and carriages.

Other worthwhile rainy day museums include the Museum of Central Australia – the wing at the Araluen Cultural Precinct has fossils, natural history exhibits and Indigenous artefacts; the other wing in Todd Mall (Megafauna Central) has dinosaurs, marsupial lions, giant wombats and a giant crocodile. There’s also the National Pioneer Women’s Hall of Fame, dedicated to pioneering Aussie women and outback heroines.


EXPERT ADVICE

Tanya Heaslip (tanyaheaslip.com.au) wrote the bestselling memoir Alice to Prague. She shares her top picks for exploring Alice.

Alice Springs School of the Air

I was one of those lucky ones doing distance education; visit the HQ.

East MacDonnell Ranges

The East Macs get mostly locals. There’s a fantastic walking trail between Emily and Jessie Gaps.

Red Kangaroo Books

Specialises in books about Central Australia.

Art Galleries

My favourite is Yubu Napa, but don’t miss Bindi, Many Hands, and Tangentyere Artists.

Kings Canyon

Visit nearby Kathleen Springs. And do the Karrke Aboriginal Experience.



Alice Springs Eating & Drinking: Our Picks

Flavours of India: This humble family restaurant in Alice puts all its effort into cooking excellent pan-Indian dishes. 5.30-10pm $$

Hanuman Restaurant: Alice’s best restaurant, it does Thai- and Indian-influenced cuisine. 6-10pm Sat-Tue, noon-2.30pm & 6-10pm Wed-Fri $$

Alice Springs Brewing Company: This is the outback’s very own craft brewery, with ales, brewery tours and rowdy weekend nights. 4pm-late

Jump Inn: Over 100 craft beers, excellent pub food heavy on Asian influences and an in-town location; take a taxi after dark. 4pm-late Mon-Sat

Enjoy an Alice Springs Sunset

Views from Anzac Hill

At the end of a warm desert day in Alice Springs, the light softens and the red walls of the West MacDonnell Ranges take on a blazing ferrous hue. The best vantage point for seeing this transformation is from atop Anzac Hill, known as Untyeyetweleye in Arrernte. Looking out over the the downtown area’s tight grid of streets and the mountains beyond, the summit can be reached on foot (use Lions Walk from Wills Tce) or by car (take Schwarz Cres off the Stuart Highway, then Anzac Hill Rd). In addition to the 360-degree view over town all the way to Heavitree Gap, there’s a war memorial at the top, hence the name.
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Anzac Hill | DANE-MO/GETTY IMAGES ©


BEST ALICE SPRINGS SHOPS

Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association

Look for CDs by central Australia’s First Nations musicians.

Desert Dwellers

Maps, swags, tents, portable fridges, stoves and more.

Lone Dingo Adventure

Hiking and camping gear, satellite-phone rental, and GPS and EPIRB (Emergency Position-Indicating Radio Beacon) equipment.

Papunya Tula Artists

Best of the First Nations art galleries in Alice.

Red Kangaroo Books

One of the best bookshops in Australia for central Australian and First Nations titles.

Todd Mall Market

Buskers, craft stalls, Aboriginal art, jewellery and more dominate this occasional Sunday market.

Yubu Napa Art Gallery

High-quality paintings, textiles and Indigenous crafts.






Beyond Alice Springs


[image: jpg]

Visiting Alice opens up a whole world of wonder, including lesser-known stars such as the East MacDonnell Ranges and Newhaven Wildlife Sanctuary.


Everyone who visits Australia’s Red Centre heads west from Alice Springs to the West MacDonnell Ranges. But those who value a quieter outback solitude without compromising on the natural beauty of their surrounds also head east for dramatic gorges, historic ruins and empty walking trails. Most of the attractions out east of the Alice are accessible a short distance off the Ross Hwy, although Arltunga and N’Dhala Gorge take you beyond where the paved road ends.

For something entirely different, head northwest of Alice up the Tanami Track and out into the Great Sandy Desert and Newhaven Wildlife Sanctuary, a remarkable place of 23 different ecosystems, of salt lakes, spinifex and red-rock desert massifs.

Places

Newhaven Wildlife Sanctuary

Yuendumu


GETTING AROUND

Unlike Uluru, Kings Canyon and the West MacDonnell Ranges, you should really consider taking a 4WD when exploring the East MacDonnell Ranges and Newhaven Wildlife Sanctuary. Most (but not all) tracks are fine for a 2WD (except after rain), but remember that if something happens with a 2WD rental car on an unsealed track, you may not be covered. There is no public transport of any kind to the East MacDonnell Ranges or Newhaven.



Newhaven Wildlife Sanctuary

Discover a wildlife haven

This groundbreaking wildlife reserve, 136km west of the Tanami Track, covers 2620 sq km and is on the frontline of attempts to save Australia’s native wildlife. By one estimate, there are 15 million feral cats in Australia, and each of these kills up to five native animals every night, and it’s at Newhaven Wildlife Sanctuary that this is being turned around.

Upon arrival at the reserve’s main headquarters, sign in and head for the lovely camping ground, which is open from April to September. The sites are unpowered, but there are toilet and shower facilities with drinking water. Around sunset, climb the marked trail to the summit of the hill north of the camping area for fabulous views.

At the main information post, there’s a folder with a series of self-guided driving tours, covering nearly 300km; the Lakes or Dunes tours are recommended. These take you through a terrain of great variety, including rocky desert massifs, sand dunes, salt lakes, clay-pans, spinifex plains, and mulga and eucalyptus woodlands. There’s even an abandoned homestead, and a number of stunning viewpoints, such as at the northern end of Lake Bennett (known as Yukanjani by the local Warlpiri and Luritja Traditional Owners). Along the way, watch for some of the sanctuary’s 83 reptile species or 170 different types of bird.




East MacDonnell Ranges By Car

[image: jpg]

Drive south out of 1 Alice Springs through Heavitree Gap, before following the signs east to the Ross Hwy.

The first stop is 2 Emily Gap (Anthwerrke), 16km out of Alice, a narrow gap that features in the Eastern Arrernte Caterpillar Dreaming trail. It was from here that the caterpillar ancestral beings of Mparntwe originated before crawling across the landscape to create the topographical features that exist today. There are some well-preserved paintings on the eastern wall.

You could walk the 8.2km (one-way) Yeperenye Trail (which opened in 2021) to 3 Jessie Gap (Atherrke). Otherwise, it’s an 8km drive. A further 27km brings you to 4 Corroboree Rock Conservation Reserve, an oddly shaped rock that plays a role in the Perentie Dreaming trail.

Some 77km after leaving Alice, 5 Trephina Gorge is arguably the most spectacular site along this stretch of country. Take one of the three walking trails, but carry plenty of water. On the road in, you’ll pass what is believed to be Australia’s largest ghost gum tree, which may be 300 years old and predates European settlement in Australia.

Just after the Trephina Gorge turnoff, follow the signs to 6 Arltunga Historical Reserve. After 33km on an unsealed road, park, walk over the hill to the old gold-mining ghost town of Arltunga, with lonely ruins and a wonderful end-of-the-road feel. Head back to the main road, take a side detour to 7 Ross River Resort, where you can buy light meals and fuel, or even stay overnight.

Just southwest of Ross River Resort, a strictly 4WD-only track leads 11km south to 8 N’Dhala Gorge, a stunning spot with nearly 6000 ancient Aboriginal rock carvings, some of which date back 10,000 years.
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Yuendumu Time from Alice Springs: 3–4 HRS [image: img]

Warlukurlangu Art Centre

The gritty, predominantly Warlpiri town of Yuendumu (population around 800) is mainly known by travellers as a place to fill up on fuel and supplies. But the Warlukurlangu Art Centre is one of the longest-established art centres in the Territory and worth planning a visit around. Representing over 150 artists, the art centre has plenty of canvases to look through and/or buy, and you’ll often be able to sit and watch the painters as they work in the shaded terrace area out front. It’s always worth ringing ahead to check that it’s open.


AUSTRALIAN WILDLIFE CONSERVANCY

Australian Wildlife Conservancy (AWC) owns and/or manages more than 30 conservation properties across Australia. Newhaven is one of its showpieces. At Newhaven’s heart is a 10,000-hectare fenced exclosure, which is off-limits to visitors. The enclosed area was first cleared of feral predators, such as cats and foxes; two species that have been responsible for wiping out native mammals across the Australian interior. That task completed, over nearly a decade AWC has reintroduced species that include the greater bilby, golden bandicoot, brush-tailed and burrowing bettongs, central rock rats and the rufous hare-wallaby or mala. Free from non-native predation (although they still have to dodge native birds and prey and reptiles), these species are thriving.






West MacDonnell Ranges

DRAMATIC LANDSCAPES | WATERHOLE SWIMMING | OUTBACK WILDLIFE
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It may not be what you expect to find in the outback but the West MacDonnell Ranges could just be one of the most beautiful mountain ranges in Australia. Looking for all the world like some gnarled reptile strung out across the desert, the West Macs run west of Alice Springs in two roughly parallel lines, with more than a dozen attractions tucked away in their shadows. For the most part, the drawcard consists of magnificent gorges, narrow defiles in the rock that meander in and away from the main valley with waterholes lined with eucalyptus trees and spinifex-clad hillsides. From these gorges and summits arise so many other pleasures of a visit here, such as the chance to see desert wildlife, to journey through First Nations stories of the region, or to escape the crowds on a hike that takes you into a world that very few visitors see.
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GETTING AROUND

There is no public transport through the West MacDonnell Ranges, but numerous Alice Springs tour operators run half-day, day and multiday tours into the West MacDonnells, sometimes with a return to Alice Springs, or on other occasions en route to Kings Canyon and Uluru.

There are lots of car-rental companies in Alice Springs, but most offer only 100 free kilometres per day, with up to $0.33 charged for every extra kilometre. Contact the Alice Springs Visitor Information Centre for a list of companies and possibilities. You can also traverse almost the entire range on foot, on the 12-day Larapinta Trail.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mt Sonder Lookout

2 Ormiston Gorge

3 Simpson’s Gap

SIGHTS

4 Ellery Creek Big Hole

5 Ghost Gum Lookout

6 Glen Helen Gorge

7 Hermannsburg Mission

8 Ochre Pits

9 Redbank Gorge

10 Serpentine Gorge

11 Standley Chasm

12 Tnorala

13 Tylers Pass Lookout

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14 Angkerle Cultural Experience

15 Larapinta Trail

SLEEPING

16 Ormiston Gorge Camping ground

17 Redbank Gorge Camping ground

EATING

18 Kata-Anga Tea Rooms





Spot Wallabies by a Waterhole

Walk into cliff shade at Simpson’s Gap

You’ve barely had time to gather speed west of Alice Springs when you reach the turnoff to Simpsons Gap, 22km west of town. From the car park, 8km in from the turnoff, take the well-marked trail towards the sheer rock walls. Pale-trunked eucalypts line the dry riverbed beneath the trail, while a slope of giant boulders tumbles down from the heights; it’s one of the best places in the region to see black-footed rock wallabies, especially early morning and late afternoon. The 15-minute trail ends at a shady rock pool with ice-cold water and a small sandy beach. If you’re here between tour buses, the silence adds to the haunting beauty of the place.

Another way to escape the crowds is to take one of the walks. The Ghost Gum Walk starts at the unstaffed visitor centre, just 1km in from the turnoff: it’s a 15-minute-return stroll to one of the area’s oldest ghost gums. Another option is Cassia Hill, which is a 1.5km, one-hour-return climb to a vantage point that allows you to step back and put Simpsons Gap in its wider West MacDonnells context. The Woodland Trail is significantly more strenuous, with a 17km trek to Bond Gap and back through mulga scrubland (take your swimwear, as there’s a rock pool at Bond Gap).

Learn about Local First Nations Culture

Explore the narrowest gorge at Standley Chasm

Standley Chasm, 50km west of Alice Springs and signposted off Larapinta Dr, is utterly unlike any of the other gorges in the West MacDonnell Ranges. The site is owned and managed by the local Iwupataka (Western Arrernte) community. For four hours from 9am every Thursday (bookings for other days are possible), a local guide runs the Angkerle Cultural Experience, where you’ll learn about local traditions and natural history, as well as join an art workshop, and enjoy morning tea and a buffet lunch. Book ahead.

The chasm itself is the narrowest of all the West MacDonnell canyons: rock walls rise 80m straight up from the canyon floor. The rocky path into the gorge (20 minutes, 1.2km) follows a creek bed lined with ghost gums and cycads, and is almost claustrophobically narrow in places. The far end of the chasm is closed off, as an Aboriginal sacred site lies beyond. There’s a kiosk (the milkshakes are outstanding), camping, picnic facilities and toilets.


LARAPINTA TRAIL

One of Australia’s most memorable multiday hikes, the 230km Larapinta Trail runs along the spine of the West MacDonnell Ranges, from Alice Springs in the east to Mt Sonder in the west. It’s the kind of walk that fires the imagination. In places, such as Counts Point on Day 8 of the trek, for example, great, bouldered summits unfurl across an east–west trajectory. Such a view gives a certain visual sense to the Arrernte Dreaming stories that tell of how, on their journey across the land, three caterpillars created the West MacDonnell Range, the East MacDonnells, and – in between the two – Mparntwe (the site of what is now Alice Springs).



Swim in Gorge Shadows

Experience Ellery Creek Big Hole

Ellery Creek Big Hole, 91km west of Alice Springs, lacks the soaring drama of some of the other gorge waterholes in the West MacDonnell Ranges. But it’s still a damned fine place to swim.

You’ll enjoy being here most if you stay overnight at one of the camping spots. By midafternoon, most of the tour buses and day-trippers have moved on. As temperatures cool, take a hike along the Dolomite Walk (3km, 1½ hours return) through gently undulating spinifex country nearby. And as silence and darkness descend, you might see a dingo coming down to drink.

The car park is 2km off Namatjira Dr down a dirt track that’s usually accessible in a 2WD vehicle.
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Ellery Creek Big Hole | KEITMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

West MacDonnells’ Most Beautiful Gorge

Hike through Ormiston Gorge

Ormiston Gorge is where the red cliffs of the West Macs range glow most brightly and rise most steeply. Ghost gums line the delightful waterhole, and the gorge twists and turns into narrowing valleys, all the way into Ormiston Pound; the further you go in, the fewer people you’ll share it with.

If you only take one of the many walks that leave from the car park, make it the Ghost Gum Walk (1½ hours, 2.5km) which leads up to the magnificent Ghost Gum Lookout, continues along the valley and returns via the waterholes; you may need to swim when water levels are high. If you just climb to the lookout and back again, it’s 1.2km or 45 minutes. Also excellent is the Pound Walk (three to four hours, 8.5km).

There’s a small visitor centre, a kiosk (open 10am to 4pm) and a camping ground, all 8km off the paved Namatjira Dr.

Dramatic Gorges & High Summits

The delights of Glen Helen & Mt Sonder

Glen Helen Gorge, where the Finke River cuts through the West MacDonnells, is a beautiful spot and could be one of the best bases for exploring the region. But the resort and camping ground here has been closed on and off for years, plagued by the absence of a permanent water supply. Hopefully it has reopened by the time you arrive. Either way, wander down past the reed- and eucalypt-fringed ponds to the main waterhole, with red cliffs rising above it all.

Just 1km past the Glen Helen turnoff, take the signposted, short-access road to the Mt Sonder Lookout for sweeping views out towards the high peaks and down to serpentine Davenport Creek. It’s glorious at sunset.

Further west again, from the Redbank Gorge car park, you can walk into the cathedral-like canyon. The other option is to take on the Mt Sonder Summit Walk (15.8km, six hours return). From the car park, climb 2km (one hour) to the saddle, from where it’s a further 5.5km (2½ hours) to the summit. The descending return takes a further 2½ hours.
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WATERHOLE WARNING

If you’ve spent any time in Australia’s Top End, you may be a little hesitant about going for a swim in one of the waterholes of the West MacDonnell Ranges. In one sense, at least, you needn’t worry: unlike up north, there are no crocs in the waterholes here. But you still need to be careful. Most of the waterholes have submerged tree roots and rocks, so diving in without first checking the depth is asking for trouble. And in December 2016, a swimmer drowned in the waters of Ellery Creek Big Hole; police believe that he dived underwater and his foot or feet became entangled, trapping him underwater.



Head Out in the Wild West

Make the trip to Tylers Pass and Tnorala

Upon reaching Redbank Gorge and Mt Sonder, most travellers turn around for the return trip to Alice. But if you’re returning to Alice via Hermannsburg (or if you’re taking the back road to Kings Canyon), continue on to the Tylers Pass Lookout. The view from here is like staring down into the abyss of Australia’s desert interior. Interrupting the view is Tnorala. Also known as Gosses Bluff Crater Conservation Reserve, Tnorala is a lost and beautiful world. The turnoff is 175km west of Alice Springs, and from there a rough 5km 4WD track winds into the crater, which is a strangely intimate 5km in diameter and encircled by nearly 200m-high rock walls. Walking trails meander around the crater floor and to a few minor hills for great views.

Scientists believe that the crater was formed by a meteorite impact more than a million years ago. But the Western Arrernte believe that women were dancing across the Milky Way when one of them, becoming tired, put her baby in a wooden basket. As the women continued dancing, the child fell and the rocks that surrounded the point of impact were pushed upwards. The morning and evening stars (the baby’s parents) continue to search for the child, and the wooden basket is the constellation known as Corona Australis.


WEST MACDONNELL WILDLIFE

Black-footed rock wallaby

They’re most easily seen peering out shyly from the boulders alongside Simpsons Gap.

Common brushtail possum

Look for them in any riverine woodland across the range.

Dingo

They’re possible anywhere, but they rarely show themselves until the human crowds disperse; your best chance is late afternoon or early morning around Ormiston Gorge or Ellery Creek Big Hole.

Euro or common wallaroo

Watch for them around Simpsons Gap or Ormiston Gorge, but again, they’re most likely around dawn or dusk.

Red kangaroo

Watch for them around Simpsons Gap, along Larapinta Dr around sunset and Ormiston Gorge.



Discover a Palm-Filled Oasis

Palm Valley’s unique species

Part of Finke Gorge National Park south of Hermannsburg, Palm Valley is home to more than 12,000 red cabbage palms. And they’re not just beautiful, but special, too: the species dates back to prehistoric times and exists nowhere else in the world.

Unless you’re on a tour (ask at the Alice Springs Visitor Information Centre for options), you’ll need a high-clearance 4WD to reach the valley. Once here, walking tracks fan out amid the palms. Start with the Arankaia walk (2km loop, one hour), which explores the valley, then returns via the sandstone plateau. It can be combined with the Mpulungkinya track (5km loop, two hours). There’s also the Mpaara track (5km loop, two hours), which is different again, taking in the Finke River, Palm Bend and a glorious natural amphitheatre.

Explore Albert Namatjira’s Town

Historical Hermannsburg

The important First Nations community of Hermannsburg (Ntaria) lies 125km southwest of Alice Springs. The fascinating historical precinct pays tribute to artist Albert Namatjira (who lived here) and the site of the hugely influential Hermannsburg Mission. Close to 90% of the town’s population is Indigenous, predominantly Arrernte.

The whitewashed walls of Hermannsburg Mission are surrounded by river gums and date palms, and the complex includes a school, a church, an art gallery (dedicated to the life and times of Albert Namatjira, as well as other Hermannsburg artists) and the Kata-Anga Tea Rooms; the latter occupies the old missionary house and serves Devonshire teas, sandwiches and strudel. Before you visit, book a visit with Hermannsburg Potters, where you can see these ceramicists at work; book ahead.


WHERE INDIGENOUS PAINT COMES FROM

If you’ve ever wondered where the ancient rock artists found their paints, head 113km west of Alice Springs to the well-signposted Ochre Pits. The timeworn pits line up alongside a dry river or creek bed 11km west of Serpentine Gorge. It was from here that First Nations artists, the direct ancestors of today’s Traditional Custodians of the West MacDonnell Ranges, sourced the pigments that were then expertly rendered beneath the rock shelters, where galleries of rock art endure to this day. You can clearly see the different coloured ochres (which are mostly in hues of yellow, white ookand red-brown) that come from weathered limestone, with iron oxide creating the colours.






Kings Canyon

FANTASTIC HIKING | STUNNING LANDSCAPES | SCENIC FLIGHTS
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On your approach to Kings Canyon, there’s very little to suggest the drama that lies up ahead. But the long line of low hills on the horizon conceal a dramatic secret: a gaping hole in the very fabric of the earth, one that seems custom-made for exploration. Whether you’re climbing to the canyon rim, walking through the lush vegetation along the valley floor, or flying over and looking down on it all from above, Kings Canyon is an astonishing sight. Part of that stems from the fact that flat desert savannah plains surround the canyon, and yet it’s on a scale so grand it seems impossible that you couldn’t see it until you were up close. But it’s also the colour. Like Uluru, the deep reds of the canyon walls, the sheer and shiny cliffs of Kings Canyon, are the perfect evocation of Australia’s Red Centre.
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GETTING AROUND

Most visitors to Kings Canyon come here as part of a tour, usually combined with Uluru and possibly Alice Springs, with all transport covered. If you’re not on a tour, there is no public transport to or around Kings Canyon, so you’ll need your own wheels. Kings Canyon is 325km from Uluru, and 328km from Alice Springs (via the paved Luritja and Lasseter Highways) or 332km via the Mereenie Loop Rd, part of which requires a 4WD and permit.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Karrke Aboriginal Experience

2 Kings Canyon Rim Walk

SIGHTS

3 Light Towers

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Giles Track

5 Kathleen Springs Walk

6 Kings Creek Walk

SLEEPING

7 Kings Canyon Resort

8 Kings Creek Station

EATING

9 Carmichael’s Restaurant

10 Kings Canyon Bar & Grill

11 Kings Creek Station Café

12 Under a Desert Moon
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The ideal amount of time in the Kings Canyon area is two full days and three nights. Plan on one day for the Canyon Rim Walk , with another day to explore the other walks and activities. Remember that there will be times, especially in summer, when you’ll want to relax.




Walk the Canyon Rim

One of Australia’s best walks

There’s no better way to explore Kings Canyon than on the Kings Canyon Rim Walk. Although only 6km long, the trail could easily take three to four hours, or even longer, because you’ll stop countless times along the way to enjoy the views. If the temperature at Kings Canyon is forecast to exceed 35°C, you must begin the walk before 9am (when they close the hike).

After a short walk to the base of the climb, a steep ascent along a rocky path takes you up into the magical world atop the canyon’s high walls. The climb is strenuous, but fine for anyone of reasonable fitness. And with that initial climb behind you, you’re done with the hardest part of the trail. The path meanders along the clifftop, drawing near to the edge and detouring further away through striking rock formations. At the Garden of Eden, climb down the wooden steps to a lush pocket of ferns and prehistoric cycads around a tranquil pool, then climb back up and wind through a swarm of giant beehive domes: weathered sandstone outcrops, which to the Luritja represent the men of the Kuniya Dreaming. You’ll then complete your loop around to the other side of the canyon, with more stirring views en route, before the final descent.

A shorter version of the Rim Walk, called the Short Return Walk, stays open on hot days until 11am, but that’s the only reason to do it – you’ll miss most of the best views, but work almost as hard to get there.

Other Kings Canyon Walks

Trek the surrounding country

Having completed the Kings Canyon Rim Walk, or perhaps as a precursor, the easy Kings Creek Walk (2km return, one hour) wanders along the valley floor, with the canyon’s sheer red cliffs towering overhead. The trail follows the rocky creek bed to a raised platform deep in the canyon’s innermost reaches.

Straying a little further and leaving most of the crowds behind, Kathleen Springs Walk (1½ hours, 2.6km return) is an appealing, wheelchair-accessible track leading to a waterhole at the head of a long and picturesque valley, then gorge. The trailhead is 10km east of the Kings Canyon car park.

And for serious hikers, the Giles Track (22km one way, overnight) follows the contours of the George Gill Range between Kathleen Springs and Kings Canyon. Before beginning the trek (for which you’ll need to carry all of your own gear and supplies), register in the logbook at Reedy Creek rangers office.


FIRST NATIONS PEOPLE OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

Warlpiri

Encompasses much of the Tanami Desert north and northwest of Alice Springs; Yuendumu is a predominantly Warlpiri town.

Pintupi

Spanning NT and WA, Pintupi Country lies west of the West MacDonnell Ranges, close to Kintore and Kiwirrkurra.

Luritja

Luritja Country spans part of the West MacDonnell Ranges and the area around Haasts Bluff and Mt Liebig.

Arrernte/Aranda

Traditional Owners of Mparntwe (Alice Springs) and large swathes of the West MacDonnell Ranges and to the south.

Pitjantjatjara/Anangu

Custodians of Uluru, their territory extends south into the Great Victorian Desert and what’s known as the APY (Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara) Lands.



Enjoy a Creative Sound-&-Light Show

Kings Canyon’s Field of Light

Flush with the enduring success of his ‘Field of Light at Uluru’ (which opened in 2016), artist Bruce Munro has brought his special kind of magic to Kings Canyon. Inaugurated in April 2023, the excellent Light Towers are a sound-and-light show with the local landscape very much a part of the spectacle, all to the soundtrack of composer Orlando Gough’s specially commissioned soundscape. A visit to the Light Towers happens with a compulsory guide, and can be booked for sunrise, sunset and ‘By Night’; the sunrise and sunset sessions include food and drinks packages.

Immerse Yourself in Traditional Culture

A guided Karrke Aboriginal Experience

There’s so much to enjoy at Karrke Aboriginal Experience, an Arrernte-run program that gives a fascinating introduction into local First Nations culture. In just an hour, your guide will take you on a short walk through the bush, pointing out bush foods and medicinal plants: it’s a valuable reminder that the locals lived off the desert for thousands of years. You’ll also learn about hunting techniques, and there’s a short introductory session on dot painting and its role in local Arrernte life.

As with most things out here, you can book directly through the website, or via Kings Canyon Resort or Kings Creek Station.
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Karrke Aboriginal Experience | BENNY MARTY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Look Down From Above

Take a scenic helicopter flight

If you’ve never been in a helicopter in your life, Kings Canyon might be the place to break the habit of a lifetime. Scenic flights, which be organised through both Kings Canyon Resort and Kings Creek Station, range from eight-minute dashes over the canyon to 30-minute flights that take in a wider arc of this spectacular corner of the country. There really is nothing quite like looking down into the maw of the canyon from on high – its dramatic position slicing through the northernmost part of the mountain range really does become clearer (and more spectacular) from up here. On a clear day, especially in the warm colours of late afternoon and early morning, the vastness of the Australian outback will leave you with a feeling akin to vertigo.


MODERN ART INSTALLATIONS

There is a tendency among art critics, as among tourists, to see First Nations art as timeless or frozen in time. But the paintings and other artworks you see today are as diverse as the artists who create them. Sometimes this manifests in the emerging use of modern forms, such as the use of light to deepen our understanding of landscapes: in 2016, the Indigenous-led Parrtjima light festival made its first appearance on the Alice Springs calendar just as non-Indigenous artist Bruce Munro inaugurated his celebrated Field of Light at Uluru. Seven years later, Munro brought Light Towers to Kings Canyon, cementing the Red Centre’s role at the heart of innovative contemporary First Nations art in Australia.



Places to Eat in Kings Canyon: Our Picks

Kings Canyon Bar & Grill: Wood-fired pizza, burgers and BBQ dishes are on offer at this Aussie-style bistro. 11am-9pm $$

Kings Creek Station Café: Cafe staples such as burgers, chicken parmigiana, fish and chips, and more. 8am-6pm $$

Carmichael’s Restaurant: Local ingredients – such as kangaroo, bush herbs, and barramundi – meet international influences. 6-9pm $$$

Under a Desert Moon: Open-air desert dining featuring a five-course dinner by campfire. 6pm Mon, Wed, Fri & Sat May-Sep $$$




Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park

FIRST NATIONS GUIDES | ICONIC LANDSCAPE | HIKING
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Rising improbably and spectacularly from the desert, the glorious monolith of Uluru has a magical colour palette and a gravitas that few other natural features possess. Whether you’re seeing it for the first time, looking up close at its strangely alluring textures, or just enjoying being in its presence, this is one soulful place. Uluru overflows with profound meaning and spiritual significance for the local Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara Aboriginal peoples (who refer to themselves as Anangu). And there are so many different ways to experience ‘the Rock’ – on foot, by bicycle, at sunset, in the company of a First Nations guide, on a scenic flight – that you could easily spend a week here. And just as beautiful, Kata Tjuta looks like a fairy-tale desert fortress, and the fabulous hikes that lead into the inner sanctum are major highlights of any visit to the Red Centre.


GETTING AROUND

Having your own vehicle gives you more freedom, although be wary of limited-kilometre contracts. One thing to remember also is that Uluru and Kata Tjuta may be close by desert standards, but 56km of road separates them.

Many travellers arrive at Yulara on a tour bus or by air. Once here, you can get around everywhere by tour bus. Ayers Rock Resort runs a free shuttle-bus service around Yulara while AAT Kings also runs tour buses between Yulara and Uluru.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Car Sunset Viewing Area

SIGHTS

2 Uluru

3 Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre

4 Walkatjara Art Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Kuniya Walk

6 Liru Walk

7 Mala Walk

8 Ranger-Guided Mala Walk

9 Uluru Base Walk

10 Uluru Segway Tours

SHOPPING

11 Maruku Arts

TRANSPORT

12 Outback Cycling
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If you’re travelling by road to Uluru from Alice Springs or Kings Canyon, don’t be fooled by Mt Connor, which can be seen from a roadside lookout 107km before Yulara. Uluru doesn’t become visible until 20 or so kilometres before Yulara.



Scenic Flight

See Uluru from above

Operating out of Yulara, Ayers Rock Helicopters and Professional Helicopter Services offer a sliding scale of aerial experiences based around one simple equation: the more you pay, the further you go. On a 15-minute flight, you can enjoy Uluru. The two-hour version takes in Uluru, Kata Tjuta and might even land atop the summit of Mt Connor; Kings Canyon might be possible, too.

But not everyone enjoys the experience of being in a helicopter. Ayers Rock Scenic Flights (which is actually run by the same company as Ayers Rock Helicopters) offers scenic flights in small, fixed-wing planes. A seat on one of these is cheaper than in a helicopter, and longer trips in a small plane could even reach as far as Kings Canyon or Tnorala.


Enjoy a Dazzling Light Show

A field of light in desert darkness

Originally conceived as a temporary exhibition, the Field of Light – the extraordinary installation by artist Bruce Munro – is now a permanent fixture. It opened in March 2016 and is not only still going strong, but remains one of the region’s most popular attractions.

A visit to the Field of Light begins just on sunset, as darkness falls upon the desert and Uluru loses definition and becomes a silhouette. Illuminated in the foreground, over 50,000 poppylike stems topped with lit, frosted glass provide an awe-inspiring display of light and colour. Crowds fall silent, people gasp, and there is definitely something special about the whole experience. Appropriately, it’s known as ‘Tili Wiru Tjuta Nyakutjaku’ by locals, which means ‘looking at lots of beautiful lights’. Advance bookings are essential.

Eat Under the Stars

Desert dining

A massive upgrade on a simple desert meal around a campfire, the two desert dining experiences have become a special part of the whole Uluru package. Each offers a slightly different set-up. The unifying themes are desert views, locally inspired tastes, red sands underfoot, and an intense spray of stars in the sky above.

The first, Sounds of Silence, is a dinner of canapés, followed by a three-course meal in which local bush spices and flavours take centre stage. Apart from the food, there’s a didgeridoo performance to herald the sunset, and an astronomer will talk you through the stars that you’ll see above in exceptional clarity.

The second option, Tali Wiru, offers a more fine-dining experience. It only runs from April until October, and involves a glorious dune-top location with distant Uluru views. The four-course meal is top-notch, with a mix of Japanese inflections paired with surprising local tastes, such as desert limes and fermented quandong salsa. Premium wines and champagne accompany the food. Service is excellent, there’s a didgeridoo performance, and, instead of an astronomer, you’ll be regaled with stories by a First Nations storyteller.




TOP EXPERIENCE
Uluru & Kata Tjuta


Standing sentinel over the endless horizons of Australia’s Red Centre, soulful Uluru and Kata Tjuta (The Olgas) seem filled with mysterious drama. Together, they have become icons of the outback: ancient and timeless, Uluru and Kata Tjuta are even more special in reality than what you’ve heard, and they really do have to be seen to be believed.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for more information on visiting the park.
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First Nations Tours

Possible tours in the company of an Anangu First Nations guide include a one-hour Maruku Cave Tour into the Mutitjulu waterhole or an immersive, seven-hour Patji tour run by Seit Outback Australia; the latter gives you access to areas no other tour allows.

Maruku Arts runs a fabulous, twice-daily dot-painting workshop in Yulara – you’ll learn the meaning behind many symbols, get to try your hand at painting, and listen to the storytelling of a local Anangu artist. They also have a gallery and shop at the cultural centre. Also at the cultural centre, Walkatjara Art Centre is a low-key place where you can browse artworks and watch the artists at work.


DON’T MISS

Uluru Base Walk

Circle Uluru on a bicycle

Valley of the Winds Walk

Ranger-Guided Mala Walk

Sunset Viewing Area

Kata Tjuta Sand Dune Lookout

Liru Walk



Hike Uluru

The Liru Walk (4km return, 1½ hours) links the Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre with the main Uluru car park. This is where the fascinating, free, 1½-hour Ranger-Guided Mala Walk begins every morning. The other walks – the Mala Walk (2km return, one hour) and Kuniya Walk (1km return, 45 minutes) are part of an overarching circumnavigation of the Rock: the Uluru Base Walk (10.6km, three to four hours).

Apart from a shadeless section along the northern part of the Base Walk (get started early in the morning), you’ll love the chance to examine the rich textures of the rockfaces – Uluru’s caves, waterholes (including Mutitjulu, home of the ancestral water snake), fissures, and enigmatic rock formations laden with spiritual meaning for the local Anangu people.

Valley of the Winds Walk

Over at Kata Tjuta, the 7.4km, two- to four-hour Valley of the Winds loop is one of the great outback hikes. Following the narrow contours of the inner gorges, dwarfed at every step by the surreal domes hundreds of metres above you, this trail climbs to a saddle where you can either return the way you came or – much better – continue on into the broader valleys of the range before looping back to where you began. Start at first light, and remember that if the weather is forecast to reach 36°C, trail access is closed, usually by 11am.

If you can’t make the full walk, try the Walpa Gorge (Tatintjawiya) Walk (2.6km return, 45 minutes); watch for rock wallabies.


Two Wheels Good

You can follow the Uluru Base Walk on a rented bike from Outback Cycling, which operates alongside the Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre. Although the trails are not paved, they’re flat, well-maintained and usually in excellent condition except after heavy rains. Including the trip to/from the rental point, a full circumnavigation should be between 11km and 12km.



Sunrise & Sunset

There are few places in Australia where you’ll see a more spectacular sunset than here. The two main viewing areas – the Bus Sunset Viewing Area and Car Sunset Viewing Area – are wonderfully chosen: bring wine and a picnic hamper and watch Uluru turn the most magical shades of red.

For Kata Tjuta, the Kata Tjuta Sand Dune Lookout is also magnificent, with an unrivalled panorama of the range, although it’s cast into shadow for the final half hour. For another fine angle, drive a couple of kilometres out on the Kaltukatjara (Docker River) road and park by the roadside.

For sunrise, it has to be Talinguru Nyakunytjaku Lookout with Uluru in the foreground and Kata Tjuta in the same frame, far away on the horizon.


TOP TIPS

• You can book most tours through the Tour & Information Centre on the Town Square in Yulara.

• Plan your trip to Uluru & Kata Tjuta as early as you can: online flash sales by Ayers Rock Resort can cut accommodation rates by 75%.

• Three-day park fees for Uluru & Kata Tjuta National Park are $38 per adult; if your visit spills into a fourth day, a free extension is granted.

• Plan to begin all activities (especially hikes) as soon after sunrise as you can; park gates open just before sunrise.
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Three Uluru Festivals

Desert fun

Yulara hosts three festivals every year. First up is the four-day Tjungu Festival (late April), which is a fun celebration of local First Nations culture with lots of food, music, art exhibitions and live performance, mostly around Yulara’s Town Square. The following month is the Uluru Camel Cup (May) with two days of camel racing that draws jockeys and punters from all over the outback. And one of Australia’s most gruelling (yet picturesque) foot races takes place in late July with the Australian Outback Marathon cutting a path through the park, with Uluru and Kata Tjuta views to inspire you to keep running.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1 AAT Kings

see 1 Ayers Rock Helicopters

see 1 Ayers Rock Scenic Flights

see 1 Desert Awakenings 4WD Tour

see 1 Professional Helicopter Services

see 1 Seit Outback Australia

see 1 Uluru Motorcycle Tours

2 Uluru Outback Sky Journey

SLEEPING

3 Ayers Rock Resort Camping ground

4 Desert Gardens Hotel

5 Emu Walk Apartments

6 Outback Pioneer Hotel & Lodge

7 Sails in the Desert

EATING

8 Arngulli Grill & Restaurant

9 Ayers Wok Noodle Bar

10 Bough House

see 9 Geckos Cafe

11 Ilkari Restaurant

12 Kulata Academy Cafe

13 Mangata Bistro & Bar

see 6 Outback Hotel & Lodge

see 11 Walpa Lobby Bar

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 6 Outback BBQ & Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

14 Tjungu Festival

INFORMATION

see 1 Tour & Information Centre




ULURU & KATA TJUTA TOURS

AAT Kings

Large-group bus tours, but lots of tours to choose from.

Desert Awakenings Tour

Sunrise tour with First Nations storytelling and a traditional bush-dweller’s breakfast.

Uluru Outback Sky Journey

Look through a telescope at the outback sky with an astronomer.

Seit Outback Australia

Small-group tours, including bush foods, sunset and sunrise tours.

Uluru Camel Tours

View distant Uluru and Kata Tjuta from atop a camel, with free farm visits.

Uluru Motorcycle Tours

Drawing near to Uluru on a Harley does have a certain cachet.

Uluru Segway Tours

Four- to five-hour tours along the Uluru Base Walk.




Where to Eat in Yulara: Our Picks

Kulata Academy Cafe: Staffed by trainees of Uluru’s Indigenous training academy, Kulata does breakfast and light lunches. 7am-2pm $

Ayers Wok Noodle Bar: This small takeaway place on the Town Square does a fine pad thai, laksa, dumplings and stir-fries. 5-8pm $$

Geckos Cafe: This popular cafe serves wood-fired pizza, kangaroo burgers and pasta. 7-10am & 11am-9pm $$

Outback Hotel & Lodge: Two restaurants in one – Bough House and Outback BBQ & Bar. 6-10am & 5-9pm $$

Mangata Bistro & Bar: This lobby cafe-bar in the Desert Gardens Hotel does small and big plates to share. 11am-9pm $$

Arngulli Grill & Restaurant: Arguably Yulara’s best restaurant, it’s the place for fabulous, locally sourced dishes. 6-9.30pm $$$

Ilkari Restaurant: Meals at Sails in the Desert – seafood and a chocolate-fountain. Kids eat free. 6.30-10.30am & 5.30-9.30pm $$$

Walpa Lobby Bar: Excellent food, good service; dishes include seafood platters and Aussie bush ingredients. 10.30am-10pm $$$




Rainbow Valley Conservation Reserve

BEAUTIFUL SCENERY | DESERT SOLITUDE | BIRD-WATCHING


Signposted off the Stuart Highway 77km south of Alice Springs, Rainbow Valley Conservation Reserve is an accessible gem that receives far fewer visitors than you might expect. The site gets its name from the hues and shades of colour present in the steep rock walls. Visit at midday when the sun is high and the light is flat, and you’ll likely wonder what all the fuss is about. But stick around for sunrise or sunset and you’ll be spellbound by the astonishing beauty of this place. And one thing is constant: whatever time of day you happen to be here, you’ll be enveloped by a deep-desert silence (broken only by inquisitive honeyeater birds) that can be unnerving and exhilarating in equal measure. Walking trails fan out from the car park and camping area, taking you to some of the best views. Stay overnight at the camping ground for the full effect.


GETTING AROUND

You may find a tour from Alice Springs to Rainbow Valley, with an excursion here taking half a day. One option is Sandrifter Safaris. There’s no public transport to or from the site. And you’ll need a 4WD for the final, unsealed 22km off the Stuart Highway.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Even with a 4WD, in years of heavy rain the access road can be closed for months at a time, as it was in 2022 and 2023, for example. Before setting your heart on a visit to Rainbow Valley, check the road conditions online at roadreport .nt .gov .au/ road -map.



Watch the Transformation of Rainbow Valley

A sunset colour change

Welcome to one of Australia’s most underrated attractions. While Uluru, Kings Canyon and the West MacDonnell Ranges get all of the attention, Rainbow Valley Conservation Reserve offers a more intimate, far-less frenzied experience: you won’t see any tour buses at Rainbow Valley (which is known to its Arrernte Traditional Owners as Wurre).

On your approach to Rainbow Valley, the freestanding sandstone bluffs and cliffs are an arresting sight. Rather than a long line of ridges as you might expect from a desert mountain range, the outcrops of Rainbow Valley rise individually from the sands: it can almost seem like a series of ramparts or a lost city from a distance.

Upon arrival, take your time to take it all in. In the glare of middle-of-the-day daylight, the contours and textures that are such a feature of Rainbow Valley lose definition and the whole site can look like an overexposed photograph. But don’t be put off: as the sun nears the horizon, a magical transformation occurs. Almost at every turn, in the warm colours of early morning and late afternoon the rocks of Rainbow Valley take on an almost kaleidoscopic beauty, a geological marvel of earth colours running the full spectrum from cream to deep, earthen red.

For the most part it’s about finding the best vantage point and enjoying the view, but make sure you take the marked walking trail that winds past clay-pans and from one multicoloured outcrop to the next; one that stands out is the aptly named Mushroom Rock.

The camping ground is nicely spread out but has little shade – another reason, apart from the shifting interplay of colours, why you should plan to arrive midafternoon and move on the next day around midmorning.

It only takes an hour from Alice Springs to Rainbow Valley; all but the last 22km is along the sealed Stuart Highway. To make it in time for the best light, leave Alice around 3pm.
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TRUE CENTRE?

There are lots of different ways to measure the geographical centre of Australia, from the furthest point from the sea to the point where lines from the furthest compass points intersect. Each will, of course, give you a different answer. The Lambert Gravitational Centre is where an Australian government commission determined the centre to be during the 1988 200-year anniversary of white settlement in Australia. It lies around 170km west of the Stuart Highway in Northern Territory’s deep south, and just 21km west of Finke (Aputula), 12km north of the road along a signposted, sandy track. The site is marked with a 5m-high version of the flagpole found on top of Parliament House in Canberra.






Devil’s Marbles

BEAUTIFUL LANDSCAPES | INDIGENOUS STORIES | DESERT SILENCE


Of all the many weird and wonderful landscapes dotted across the Australian outback, none seem quite so otherworldly as the Devil’s Marbles (Karlu Karlu in the local Warumungu language). They’re a long way from anywhere, and that sense of remoteness is very much a part of the charm here: the presence of these great piles of gigantic rocky boulders amid what is otherwise a largely featureless desert only adds to their almost preternatural beauty. Most people visit as part of a road trip through the Territory, between Darwin and Alice Springs, and that makes a whole lot of sense. But the Devil’s Marbles are such an attraction in their own right that you may want to factor these in as a central pillar of your journey. But remember that the only place to stay at the site itself is in the camping ground, for which you’ll need to be self-sufficient.


GETTING AROUND

Plan to visit the Devil’s Marbles in your own wheels, and carrying your own camping equipment and supplies; there is nowhere to stay at the site unless you’re camping and the nearest motel is in Warumungu, 9km south along the Stuart Highway.

The Marbles lie just off the Stuart Highway. In theory, you could take any bus between Alice Springs and Darwin or Tennant Creek, and ask to be let off at the turnoff. When ready to leave, you would then need to flag down any passing bus heading in your direction and hope there’s a seat available.

The Devil’s Marbles are 105km south of Tennant Creek or 412km north of Alice Springs.



Explore the Devil’s Marbles

Find your favourite view

To the Alyawarre Traditional Owners of the land, to whom legal ownership was confirmed in 2008 when the Devil’s Marbles were returned to their care, the Marbles are a sacred site: they believe that the great granite boulders are the eggs of the Rainbow Serpent, the Creator spirit in most stories of the Dreaming. In addition to the Alyawarre, the Marbles also carry great spiritual significance for other Aboriginal groups of these desert regions, including the Kaytetye, Warumungu and Warlpiri people. Signposts make it very clear the areas where you can explore and photograph; some areas are off-limits, due to the sensitivity of the site and its importance in traditional beliefs. Please respect local beliefs by not climbing on the rocks or photographing sacred sites.

The boulders range in size from barely 50cm across to those with a diameter of 6m. There are five signposted walks around the Devil’s Marbles. As you go, watch for the boulders that look like they’ve been sliced in half: such are the extremes of temperature out here that the boulders undergo an ongoing 24-hour cycle of expansion and contraction, hence the large cracks.

One of the shortest walks is the nonetheless worthwhile 20-minute, 400m Karlu Karlu Walk that departs from the day-use area, while the longest is the 1½-hour, 4km Nurrku Walk, which is usually the best option for escaping the crowds. Then again, if you’ve only time for one walk, make it the 30-minute, 800m Mayijangu Walk that unfurls from the day-use area to the camping ground, with a 20-minute, 350m add-on up to Nyanjiki Lookout; the views from up here are some of the best at the site. A final 15-minute walk loops around the main site.

Keep an eye out for the local wildlife. Possibilities include small black-headed goannas and other reptiles in the rocky clefts, while birds include zebra finches, painted finches and fairy martins that build bottle-shaped mud nests on the underside of some boulders.
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SCIENTIFIC EXPLANATIONS

Complementing Aboriginal explanations for the existence of these strange formations, scientists argue that the boulders are made of granite that originated with the hardening of volcanic magma beneath the earth’s surface; this could have occurred nearly two billion years ago. The granite then pushed through the surface, thanks to the complex interaction beneath the granite and softer surrounding sandstone. Once atop the earth’s surface, the boulders’ shapes were formed over millions and millions of years by the weathering of wind and water, as well as extremes of temperature. This process changed the outer layer, although the core of each boulder remains largely unchanged.






Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Darwin

YHA MoM Darwin $ In the heart of Mitchell St, this purpose-built, all-ages hostel with rooftop pool and bar hosts partygoers during the Dry.

Discovery Parks Darwin $ Pitch a tent, park your van (all sites are powered) or check into a cabin amid landscaped gardens, 10km east of Darwin.

Vibe Hotel & Adina Apartment Hotel $$ Choose from smart hotel rooms or studio, one- or two-bed apartments in this popular two-in-one waterfront property.

Hilton Garden Inn $$ A full interior refurbishment (2023) has breathed new life into this old hotel building at the northern end of the Esplanade.

Mary River

Breeze Holiday Parks Mary River $ This relaxing riverside bush retreat just off the Arnhem Hwy has camping and safari tents.

Lichtfield National Park & Batchelor

Hideaway Litchfield $$ In Rakula on the park’s western fringe, with three luxury suites and a trio of more budget-friendly huts with shared bathrooms.

Litchfield Tourist Park $$ Just 4km from Litchfield National Park, this friendly, leafy caravan park has a great range of accommodation options.

Rum Jungle Bungalows $$ Rum Jungle’s six bungalow rooms set in soothing gardens have more personality than most Batchelor places.

Pine Creek

Pine Creek Railway Resort $$ This charming boutique hotel has modern rooms and a dining room harking back to romantic rail journeys of yore.

Kakadu National Park & Jabiru

Cooinda Lodge Kakadu $$ This sprawling lodge shares facilities including restaurants and a pool with the adjacent Ngurrungurrudjba (Yellow Water) Camping ground.

Anbinik Kakadu Resort $$ Aboriginal-owned caravan park in Jabiru offering a range of tropical-design bungalows, cabins and suites in lush gardens. Good Thai restaurant.

Aurora Kakadu Lodge & Caravan Park $$ One of the best places to camp in Jabiru, surrounded by greenery. Self-contained cabins sleep up to seven.

Arnhem Land

Davidson’s Arnhemland Safari Lodge $$$ Tasteful, high comfort in West Arnhem Land, Davidson’s has cabins on stilts, good food and a gorgeous setting.

Walkabout Lodge $$$ The motel-style rooms would be overpriced elsewhere, but they’re not bad value for Nhulunbuy. There are also 12 powered campsites.

Katherine & Nitmiluk National Park

BIG4 Breeze Holiday Parks Katherine $ A well-manicured caravan park in South Katherine with plenty of shady sites, a bistro and a great swimming pool.

Knott’s Crossing Resort $$ This is the pick of Katherine’s in-town accommodation options; professionally run, with a variety of room options.

Cicada Lodge $$$ This 18-room luxury riverside near the gorge entrance melds modern sophistication and traditional Jawoyn themes. Also adjacent camping/‘chalets’; all run by Nitmiluk Tours.

Mataranka

Little Roper Stockcamp $ Just 2km from Mataranka Thermal Pool, this welcoming caravan park offers a taste of outback station life, with campfire dinners.

Territory Manor Motel & Caravan Park $ A class act just off the Stuart Highway, with comfortable rammed-earth rooms, shady camping ground and bistro.

Timber Creek

Timber Creek Travellers Rest $$ The only place to stay in town has shady campsites and simple but clean rooms and cabins.

Alice Springs

Alice’s Secret Traveller’s Inn $ Easily among the best Alice hostels, with lots of info, quirky decor, a pool and plenty of fun.

Alice Lodge Backpackers $ Friendly, close to town, decent dorms and rooms, and a pool – ideal budget digs.

MacDonnell Range Holiday Park $ Probably Alice’s biggest and best kept, this caravan park has grassy sites, cabins, villas and family-friendly facilities.

Desert Palms Resort $$ Excellent value reigns at this quiet collection of attractive modern villas, with a good pool and lots of palms.

Squeakywindmill Boutique Tent B&B $$ Stay out bush in glamping-style en-suite tents; you’re out in the bush but a 15-minute drive to town.

Doubletree by Hilton $$ This is widely considered one of Alice’s top hotels; go for the pricier mountain-view rooms. Great facilities and restaurant too.

East MacDonnell Ranges

Arltunga Bush Hotel $ Renovated in 2023, this camping ground is deliciously remote and well run.

N’Dhala Gorge Camping Ground $ Location is everything at this simple and largely shadeless camping area.

Hale River Homestead at Old Ambalindum $$ Wonderful Hale River has a homestead, cottage, converted shed, bunkhouses and lovely campsites.

Ross River Resort $$ At the end of the paved road, this sprawling hillside complex offers timber cabins, camping, pool and restaurant.

West MacDonnell Ranges

Ormiston Gorge Camping ground $ Great once the day-trippers leave; watch for dingoes after dark.

Redbank Gorge Camping ground $ One of the better West Macs camps; book ahead for one of the sites on the bluff overlooking the gorge.

Finke Gorge National Park Camping Ground $ Camp among the palm trees in this gorgeous spot; facilities are basic.

Kings Canyon

Kings Creek Station $$ Located 36km from the canyon, this family-run station offers top-notch glamping, cabins, camping, tours and meals.

Kings Canyon Resort $$$ You’re 10km from the canyon at this sprawling resort, with excellent accommodation and restaurants.
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Uluru

Ayers Rock Resort Camping ground $ The only budget accommodation at Yulara has crowded campsites and cabins.

Outback Pioneer Hotel & Lodge $$ A quasi-budget hotel, Outback Pioneer has motel-style rooms, a pool and restaurants.

Desert Gardens Hotel $$$ The 4½-star Desert Gardens has supremely comfortable rooms with a lovely Scandinavian minimalist look.

Emu Walk Apartments $$$ This tidy self-contained accommodation in the heart of Yulara is close to everything.

Longitude 131 $$$ One of the best places to stay in the Red Centre, Longitude 131 has uber-luxurious glamping tents within sight of Uluru.






Perth & Surrounds
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CULTURE-FILLED CAPITAL AND SCENIC SURROUNDS


Perth’s blissed-out beaches and world-class cultural sights set the scene for the region’s sublime coastal drives, island escapes and unforgettable natural attractions.
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Geographically, Perth (Boorloo) may be one of the most isolated cities in the world, but don’t expect some sleepy backwater. It’s laid-back, yes, but within the relaxed setting is a thriving cosmopolitan city that’s riding the wave of the latest mining boom, where new centrepiece developments are popping up like it’s the 1890s gold rush again.

These are the ancestral lands of the Whadjuk Noongar, the Traditional Owners who have resided in the Perth and southwest of Australia region, known as Boorlo, for countless millennia. Today, the city is increasingly acknowledging past atrocities and the enduring trauma wrought by colonisation.

When you’re in Perth, it’s the rest of the world that seems far-flung, and locals know just how good they’ve got it. This is Australia’s sunniest capital, home to some of the country’s best city beaches. You’ll also find some outstanding cultural attractions – world-class galleries and museums taking in both Indigenous and contemporary arts.

Perth is also a ‘gateway’ town with a lot on its doorstep. Within 30 minutes you’ll be among quokkas on Rottnest Island or sipping wines in the Swan Valley, and with enticing names like the Sunset Coast and Turquoise Coast you can imagine the beaches. Add in natural landscapes of the Pinnacles, wildflower hot-spots and happening beach towns and it becomes clear: this is a region not to miss.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CENTRAL PERTH

Museums, beaches and epicurean delights.

FREMANTLE

Maritime heritage, gold-rush architecture and arts district.

ROTTNEST ISLAND

Quokkas, beaches and a dark history.

SWAN VALLEY

One of Australia’s oldest wine regions.

THE PINNACLES & BEYOND

Pinnacles limestone formations and superb beaches.

MANDURAH & ROCKINGHAM

Beaches, marine reserves and kiteboarding.





Find Your Way


Perth’s efficient public transport and (mostly) uncongested roads make traversing the city in under 45 minutes a breeze. Road-trip north or south along 150km of coast, or inland to national parks and country towns.
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Plan Your Days


To get the most out of Perth and its surrounds, be sure to factor in beach time, bushwalks and outdoor activities in between all the sights, great food and nights on the town.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Perth’s city centre is the most obvious starting point, so grab a coffee from a laneway cafe and check out the blockbuster cultural attractions of WA Museum Boola Bardip, Art Gallery of Western Australia and Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts.

• Stroll over to Perth’s sparkling waterfront for lunch at Island at Elizabeth Quay before taking a scenic Swan River cruise to Fremantle, keeping an eye out for dolphins.

• Treat yourself to a seafood dinner at Madalena’s Bar, or old-school (and oh-so fresh) fish and chips at Sealanes in South Freo before checking its famous microbreweries and music scene.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Sightseeing in Fremantle is as good as (if not better than) central Perth, so factor in enough time for its market, maritime museums, arts centre and the World Heritage–listed prison.

• Jump on a bike to cycle the coastal trail, arriving at wonderful Cottesloe Beach and pub. Don’t miss a night out in Northbridge before legging it over to Rottnest Island on the ferry. Life here’s all about quokkas and beaches, but be sure to take time to reflect upon its sobering past, too.

• Back on the mainland, head north to the unmissable, otherworldly Pinnacles.




More Than a Week

• Rather than rushing through Rottnest and the Pinnacles, take some time to really enjoy it. Along the way the coastal drive north offers superb stops for koalas and dune surfing, along with remarkable up-close encounters with rare Australian sea lions. Return via the inland route for wildflowers, a 19th-century Benedictine Monastery in the middle of nowhere, and some of Australia’s oldest wineries.

• South of Perth rewards with Mandurah’s giant attractions and the opportunity to see dolphins and learn the ropes of kiteboarding in Safety Bay, one of the world’s best spots for it. Nearby, mountain-bike trails and wild swimming await.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

As Australia’s sunniest capital, Perth is very much a year-round destination. Along with its scenic surrounds, there’s always a reason to visit.

JANUARY

Fringe World Festival sees lively Northbridge reach a whole new level of vibrancy with a packed calendar of events.
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MARCH

Sunny weather and blue skies. Hit the beaches from Guilderton to Green Head without summer heat or crowds.
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APRIL

Mild temperatures make this the perfect time to tackle the trails, from coastal rides in Perth to mountain biking in Dwellingup.

[image: jpg]

FRITZ16/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


JULY

Rug up for weekends away in the Swan Valley sipping wines or moody seascapes viewed from Jurien Bay’s coastal trails.
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SEPTEMBER

It’s finals fever in the footy, as wildflowers burst into colour from Lesueur National Park to Perth’s Kings Park.
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OCTOBER

Wildflower season in full bloom as the Indigenous EverNow festival kicks off to celebrate the Noongar season of Kambarang.
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NOVEMBER

Best winds for kiteboarding in Lancelin and Rockingham, and great timing for Rottnest’s beaches before the summer rush.
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Central Perth

HERITAGE ARCHITECTURE | ART | EPICUREAN SCENE
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Perth’s CBD remains the epicentre of WA’s capital. Within its shiny, high-flying central business district you’ll find big-ticket cultural attractions, gold rush–era architecture and gastronomic highlights.

Divided into three distinct sections, the CBD stands at its core and is flanked by the cultural precinct to the north and the waterfront development of Elizabeth Quay to the south. It also incorporates sprawling East Perth, which leads over the Swan River to Optus Stadium.

At its centre is the high-rise corporate hub for WA’s mining industry, a sector that has catalysed much of the region’s recent developments. But it’s the buildings from a different boom that captivate visitors with grand 19th-century architecture.

By day, it’s all about visiting Perth’s premier museums and galleries and cruising the Swan River, but evenings beckon with cocktail bars and contemporary fine dining, which add a whole new level of sophistication.


GETTING AROUND

For the most part, central Perth is a self-contained area that’s easily explored by foot. The CBD (central business district) merges seamlessly with Elizabeth Quay and its cultural centre, a distance of just over 1km from one end to the other. East Perth extends from here. The free CAT (Central Area Transit) buses run to Matagarup Bridge. Other options include the hop-on, hop-off Perth Explorer, e-scooters or ride-share services. As the hub for trains, buses and ferries, central Perth’s a good base.
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SIGHTS

1 Art Gallery of Western Australia

2 Bell Tower

3 Cottesloe Beach

4 Elizabeth Quay

5 Heirisson Island

6 London Court

7 Matagarup Bridge

8 Optus Stadium

9 Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts

10 Perth Mint

11 Perth Zoo

12 Scarborough Beach

13 WA Museum Boola Bardip

14 Whipper Snapper Distillery

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15 Captain Cook Cruises

16 Free Guided City Tours

17 Gondolas on the Swan

see 17 Little Ferry Co

18 Oh Hey WA

19 Swans on the Swan

see 17 Wild West Charters

SLEEPING

see 3 Cottesloe Beach Hotel

EATING

20 Corner Dairy

21 El Grotto

22 Gusto Gelato

23 Hifumiya

see 3 Indigo Oscar

24 Island at Elizabeth Quay

25 La Veen

26 Le Vietnam

27 Long Chim

28 Miss Mi

see 27 Petition Kitchen

29 Post

30 Twilight Hawkers Market

31 Wildflower

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

32 Air

33 Alabama Song

34 Alfred’s Pizzeria

35 Astral Weeks

36 Beer Corner

37 Bright Tank Brewing

38 Camfield

39 Coconut Grove

40 Edward & Ida’s

41 Ezra Pound

42 Howard’s Groove Coffee

see 33 Joe’s Juice Den

43 Lucky Shag

44 Mechanics Institute

45 Mo’s Espresso

46 Northbridge Brewing Company

47 Ruinbar

48 Sneaky Tony’s

49 Telegram Coffee

50 The Standard

51 Tiki as FK

SHOPPING

52 Common Ground Collective

53 Found

54 Japingka

55 Shari-Vari Records

see 55 Sue Lewis Chocolatier

INFORMATION

56 Western Australian Visitor Centre

TRANSPORT

see 17 Elizabeth Quay Jetty
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In the city, the Western Australian Visitor Centre is a gold mine for local info, particularly its themed self-guided walking tours that take in Perth’s history and contemporary culture. Visit Perth (visitperth.com) is another good resource to download various walking tours.



The Cultural Wonders of the West

Perth’s unmissable WA Museum Boola Bardip

After four years and $400-million in the ‘re-making’, WA Museum Boola Bardip – the showpiece of Perth Cultural Centre – opened its doors in late 2020 to live up to the hype as one of Australia’s best. Translating as ‘many stories’ in the Whadjuk Noongar language, Boola Bardip is a deep dive into WA’s rich diversity of voices. Set over eight sprawling permanent galleries, it’s a massive sight, so aim for its twice daily highlights tours.

If you only have time for one thing, make it the ground-floor gallery Ngalang Koort Boodja Wirn. A celebration of WA’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture, it’s a fascinating look into the diversity of ancient traditions and spiritual connections as told through creation stories and Songlines (ancestral trade routes). Spanning thousands of generations you’ll hear the voices of past, present and emerging all while learning stories of resilience, healing and a strengthening of identity achieved through the continuation of deep connection to country. It doesn’t shy away from the issues of social injustices not covered in school textbooks, taking in a sobering account of past massacres, exposure to disease, and the stolen generations among other current-day issues of incarceration, land rights and desecration through mining.

Other wonderful galleries include WA Treasures, with star Otto, the 24m-long suspended blue whale that washed ashore in the 1890s near Busselton. Reflections chronologises WA’s postcolonial social fabric from wartime eras through to current-day contemporary Aussie life, while Wild Life explores WA as a biodiversity hot-spot, with a vast array of species on display from varied habitats. Featured are extinct species, including an extraordinary fossilised thylacine discovered in the Nullarbor 4650 years ago, and megafauna such as giant echidna, wombats and marsupial lions. Origins delves into natural geography and its cosmic night sky, including the largest meteorite collection in the southern hemisphere. Changes is another important gallery that explores both environmental and cultural effects of WA’s mining industry; somewhat ironically there’s also the Innovations gallery that’s funded by Rio Tinto. Connections, meanwhile, offers a fascinating look into multicultural WA, which has the largest overseas-born population in Australia.
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PERTH FESTIVALS

Perth Festival

For 70-plus years, this premier arts festival in February/March has incorporated international acts into a program of Noongar culture, theatre and classical music.

EverNow

A celebration of local Indigenous culture held in early October, this annual festival coincides with WA’s wildflower blooms during the Noongar season of Kambarang.

Fringe World

Annual arts event in January to February offering comedy, music and musicals, circus and alternative theatre.

Boorlo Heritage Festival

This April festival commemorates Perth’s history with exhibitions and events across the city.

WAM Fest

A showcase of local bands in Northbridge and across the city.



Eating at the State Buildings: Our Picks

Wildflower: Has a focus on local ingredients attuned to the Noongar calendar’s six seasons. 5.30-10pm Tue-Sat, noon-2.30pm Wed-Fri $$$

Long Chim: Acclaimed Australian chef David Thompson’s authentic flavours of Thai street food within a vibrant setting. noon-late Tue-Sat $$$

Post: This elegant osteria is open all day for contemporary breakfasts and its modern Italian degustation menu. 6.30am-10pm $$$

Petition: Refined modern restaurant offering creative cuisine to go with its Wine Merchant and Beer Corner bars. 7am-10.30pm Mon-Fri, from 8pm Sat-Sun $$

AGWA’s Outstanding Art Collection

Visit the Art Gallery of Western Australia

Another part of Perth’s Cultural Centre is the world-class AGWA (Art Gallery of Western Australia). Reopened in 2021 after a multimillion-dollar makeover, it’s set over four floors within an award-winning brutalist-style building that dates to 1979. Entry here is free and it features a superb range of works by prominent Australian artists across its permanent collection and temporary galleries. A highlight for many is the Indigenous gallery, which challenges visitors to rethink what constitutes Aboriginal art; think fewer dot paintings and more cutting-edge multimedia works incorporating traditional cultural elements into contemporary styles – often politically charged to express a disaffected voice.

The modernist gallery features a who’s who of Australia’s great painters – Nolan, Boyd, Tucker, Drysdale and Brack – among the nation’s other big-name 20th-century artists. In a separate annexe within the old law courts are late-19th century Australian impressionist masters, including McCubbin, Roberts and Streeton. There’s also a rooftop sculpture garden bar to mingle with Perth’s arty crowd on Friday and Saturday evenings.


STREET ART

Perth’s vibrant urban-art scene adds a colourful layer to everyday life in the city. Murals, paste-ups and stencils pop up by the week, with anything from Indigenous-themed works, native wildlife (red-tailed black cockatoos are a favourite), and psychedelic abstract works to homages to Perth characters and institutions, such as Sam Kerr or the iconic Dingo Flour silo art. Grungy Northbridge is a highlight; its building-size murals form a striking backdrop to lively streets. The city centre has taken a leaf out of Melbourne’s laneways; it’s always worth ducking down a random alley to look. Though not regularly updated, Streets of Perth (streetsofperthwa.com) makes a good starting point with its map of works.



Drinking in Central Perth: Best Coffee

Howard’s Groove: City workers and coffee lovers mingle for the CBD’s best single-origin brew, as well as Cuban sandwiches. 6.30am-2.30pm Mon-Fri

Telegram Coffee: Inside Perth’s State Buildings, Telegram’s expert baristas froth up well-made coffees using single-origin beans. 6am-4pm Mon-Fri

Mo’s Espresso: Part of the art-deco Trinity Arcade, this hole-in-the-wall caffeine stop is all about great coffee, donuts and bagels. 6.30am-noon

La Veen: Various branches, but its King St cafe remains one of the best spots for breakfast and a flat white. 6.30am-2pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-noon Sat-Sun


Dive into Perth’s Modern Art Scene

Cutting-edge artworks at PICA

Also within Perth’s Cultural Centre is PICA (Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts), the city’s best gallery for 21st-century art. Set within a heritage red-brick building, built in 1896 as a former high school before becoming a TAFE college, here it’s all about the shock of the new. Exhibitions cover experimental art and avant-garde mixed multimedia and installations. Exhibitions change every few months and entry is free.

Exploring Elizabeth Quay’s Waterfront Precinct

Where the river connects with the city

Perth’s bold, multibillion-dollar plan to revitalise its city centre is this shiny waterfront showpiece was officially unveiled in 2016. Overlooking sparkling Swan River, the tourist precinct of Elizabeth Quay attracts folk here for dining, and is a departure point for Rottnest Island and boat tours on Swan River.

A well-signed trail provides background on the area, including good coverage on First Nations history. It takes you over bridges and past public sculptures, including Spanda, a 29m-tall installation of looped rings; the 5m-wide First Contact by Indigenous sculptor Laurel Nannup; along with statues of feminist, social activist Bessie Rischbieth (1874–1967); and a replica of the Golden Eagle nugget, the largest discovered in WA (near Coolgardie in 1931). For kids, there’s the island playground, waterpark fountain and the Elizabeth Quay Carousel, an authentic Venetian-built piece that spins on Fridays and weekends.

The popular Island at Elizabeth Quay is set within the heritage-listed Florence Hummerston Kiosk (a 1928 tearoom on the original Esplanade site), relocated brick by brick to house this mod Australian bistro with on-site brewery. If the sun’s out, head to the Lucky Shag, a waterfront pub with outdoor deck overlooking the river; otherwise join the queue for Gusto Gelato for authentic northern Italian gelato.

[image: jpg]

Elizabeth Quay | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The World’s Most Unique Bell Tower

A bell tower like no other

One of the area’s most audacious landmarks, the 82.5m-high Bell Tower on Barrack Sq ain’t your ordinary bell tower; instead, it’s a futuristic, sci-fi tower that’s illuminated at night. It holds the 12 royal bells of London’s St Martin-in-the-Fields (that were given to WA in 1988 to commemorate Australia’s bicentennial), and are rung twice a week on Thursday and Sunday from noon. It also has Australia’s largest bell, which rings daily at noon, or you can take the elevator to the sixth floor for its electronic 18-bell carillon to play a song of your choice. Entry from $15.


PERTH & FREO’S BEST SHOPPING

WA Museum Boola Bardip

Wonderful local boutiques and jewellery by indie designers among an assortment of WA-specific books and artworks.

Shari-Vari Records

Cool, eclectic range of vinyl within Perth’s State Buildings.

Common Ground Collective

An eclectic showcase of jewellery, apparel and design, much of it limited edition and mainly from local Fremantle artisans and designers.

Chart & Map Shop

Old-world travel bookstore in Freo’s West End, stocking a heap of great WA books.

Found

Within the Fremantle Arts Centre is this indie boutique stocks WA art and craft, from textiles and jewellery to prints and woodwork, by local artisans.



Eating in Central Perth: Best Asian Food

Hifumiya: Authentic udon made from scratch. Try spicy miso pork or bean curd and egg. 11am-3pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat, to 5pm Sun $

Le Vietnam: Tasty pork-filled banh mi slathered with pâté, chilli and lemongrass to take away or enjoy in nearby Stirling Garden. 10am-3pm $

Twilight Hawkers Market: If the sun’s out late Friday arvo, head to Forrest Place to taste multicultural Perth. 4.30-9.30pm Fri $

Miss Mi: Inventive takes on wok-fired Southeast Asia classics by Philippines-born chef Alex De Leon. 5.30-10pm Tue-Sat, noon-3pm Thu & Fri $$




Architecture & Urban Art
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Pull into 1 Perth Railway Station, dating to 1881, to explore the pedestrianised 2 Forrest Place that’s flanked by the palatial GPO (General Post Office) building and Forrest Chase mall.

Wander down Wellington St to 3 Yagan Square. Named after the Noongar warrior, landmarks here include the 45m-tall multimedia Perth Digital Tower, with 14 columns representing the Noongar language groups, the 9m-tall Yirin sculpture (the Noongar word for spirit) and interconnected Waterline sculptures.

Cross over Wellington to admire the heritage-listed 4 Royal Perth, a classic two-storey verandah pub dating to 1882. Duck down 5 Prince Lane to check out murals by famous Perth artist Stormie Mills and swing back up to 6 King Street, one of Perth’s best-preserved gold-rush streetscapes. 7 Wolf Lane has more street art by well-known artists. Back on King you can’t miss the resplendent 8 His Majesty’s Theatre, an ornate Edwardian building dating to 1904. To your right stands the towering 9 Adnate Hotel mural celebrating Perth’s multicultural fabric.

Head down King to reach 10 St Georges Terrace, the city’s financial hub where Perth’s ‘new boom’ architecture takes the form of mirrored skyscrapers.

For something unexpected, head up 11 London Court, an intriguing replica Tudor-style arcade dating to 1937. It leads to pedestrianised Hay Street Mall, offering modern retail within a heritage streetscape, including the art-deco 12 Plaza Theatre. Continue to 13 Perth’s Town Hall, today dwarfed by the shiny 149m-tall David Malcolm Justice Centre; a fine shot for photographers looking to capture where the old meets the new.




Getting Out on the Swan River

Enjoy Perth’s shimmering river

Whatever floats your boat, there are countless ways to enjoy Swan River. Elizabeth Quay is where it all kicks off, with a bunch of tour operators.

The public ferry from Elizabeth Quay Jetty is the cheapest option of getting on the water and will take you across the river to South Perth, a short walk from Perth Zoo. Otherwise Little Ferry Co has solar-electric powerboats that offers a handy service to Perth Stadium via Point Fraser with its breweries and bars.

To explore the river in more depth, Wild West Charters offer 90-minute Swan River cruises that navigate through river-side suburbs. Keep an eye out for a resident pod of dolphins.

To head further afield, Captain Cook Cruises takes you all the way to Fremantle for a well-priced one-way or return trip taking just under three hours.

Other options include Go Go Active Tours to explore South Perth on an evening kayak paddle; Gondolas on the Swan for a romantic soiree in a Venetian-style boat; or Swans on the Swan where, as well as hiring SUPs and kayaks, it offer its namesake swan paddle boats: kitschy fun guaranteed.

Learn about Noongar Culture & Traditions

Seeking out Perth’s Indigenous cultures

The Indigenous Whadjuk Noongar people have resided in Perth (Boorlo) for at least 45,000 years, so to stand in Elizabeth Quay and read the Aborigines Act 1905 (WA) detailing how from 1927–54 they were prohibited from entering the entire 5 sq km of the city is as upsetting as it is unfathomable. You’ll learn about this dark chapter on the Djurandi Dreaming walking tour, led by Justin Martin, a direct descendant of the last survivors of the Swan River Settlement. Tours also take in the significance of Derbarl Yerrigan (Swan River) to the Noongar, not only as an important food source, but also as a culture site formed by rainbow serpent Wagyl.

Other tours include Warrang Bridil, where as well as learning about Noongar culture, both pre-colonisation and current day, you’ll hear about their influence in the development of the Perth Stadium and Matagarup Bridge while partaking in a traditional Noongar ceremony. Go Cultural Aboriginal Tours also run Elizabeth Quay and Yagan Square trips.

Don’t miss the free 45-minute Noongar boomerang performance and smoking ceremony held 11am each Saturday at WA Museum Boola Bardip.

Self-guided walking tours can be downloaded from visitperth.com, including This City is Whadjuk Country and Fighting for Families, Country, Rights and Recognition.


PERTH CITY WALKING TOURS

Free Guided City Tours

Volunteer-run 90-minute tours departing from Perth City Visitor Kiosk; book ahead online at visitperth.com/getting-around/walking-tours.

Oh Hey WA

Two well-connected sisters run these urban themed tours taking in underground secrets, architectural marvels and Perth’s coolest new bars.

Two Feet and a Heartbeat

Arcades, laneways, coffee, art, cheese, whisky, crime and scavenger hunts: these people have all angles covered.

Hidden de Tours

Booze-themed walking tours taking in Perth’s hidden city drinking dens and gin bars.

Eat The Street Walking Tours

Loosen your belt for these city food tours taking in local hot-spots with plenty of stories along the way.



Drinking in Central Perth: Best City Boozers

Whipper Snapper Distillery: Specialising in whiskies crafted using local ingredients. 7am-5pm Mon-Thu, to 8pm Fri, 8am-5pm Sat, 10am-4pm Sun

Bright Tank Brewing: Microbrewery producing IPAs, cacao porters and cherry sours. 4-10pm Wed & Thu, noon-midnight Fri & Sat, to 10pm Sun

Beer Corner: Twenty more good reasons to stop by the State Buildings – a choice of 20 craft beers on tap. noon-11pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri-Sun

Alfred’s Pizzeria: Take the stairs down to this much-loved city dive, a former record store turned bar doing pizza by the slice. 3pm-midnight

Take in Perth’s Sporting Precinct

Outdoor adventure and sporting glory

Taking centre stage in Perth’s mining-boom renaissance is the brand-new Perth Stadium. For a city that loves its footy, to get a new state-of-the-art venue that increases capacity to 60,000 was very well received by most. But even when it’s not game day, there’s plenty to see at this award-winning stadium built on top of a rubbish tip: sports museums, behind-the-scenes tours and fully accessible roof climbs for city and Swan River views, for starters. There’s also the Camfield, Australia’s largest pub, with 175 beers on tap, including its on-site microbrewery.

Leading here over the river is the 560m-long Matagarup Bridge, a sculptural cable bridge featuring a design representing intertwined rainbow serpents that you can fly across on a dual zip line at speeds of 75km/h. There’s also a 314-step climb to its Skyview Deck 72m above the river.
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Matagarup Bridge | PAOLA GIANNONI/GETTY IMAGES ©


REMEMBERING YAGAN

One of WA’s great Noongar warriors, Yagan (born around 1795) and his father Midgegooroo, an Elder from south of the Swan River, together led a resistance campaign against the British invasion. In 1833 Midgegooroo was caught and executed by firing squad, while Yagan was shot a few months later by teenage settlers whom he had befriended. Brutally, Yagan’s head was removed, smoked and sent to London, where it was publicly displayed as an anthropological curiosity. Yagan’s head was buried in an unmarked grave in Liverpool in 1964, before being exhumed in 1993 and eventually repatriated to Australia and finally laid to rest in the Swan Valley in 2010, 177 years after his murder.






Kings Park Walking Tour

[image: jpg]

Starting in the park’s east, stroll alongside 1 Fraser Avenue, with its lemon-scented gum and immaculate terrace lawns tended by ‘turf technicians’, so flawless it looks fake. 2 Kaarta Gar-up lookout is a contender for Perth’s best view, with outlooks over the city’s skyline and across the Swan River. Next to the visitor centre and cafes, the fabulous 3 Aspects of Kings Park is a great place to pick up works by WA designers, botany books and native flora seeds. Outside is the ornamental 4 floral clock made from a colourful bouquet of native WA flowers, and the 5 State War Memorial featuring a poignant Flame of Remembrance overlooking superb vistas.

This marks the beginning of the 6 WA Botanical Garden. Highlights include a 750-year-old 7 giant boab tree, transported here in 2008 on a flatbed truck for 3200km from the East Kimberley region. Surrounding trails take you to flora displays from across WA’s regions, home to a third of Australia’s plant species.

The 8 Boodja Gnarning Walk adds a further layer of interest, with interpretive signs detailing native plants, bush tucker, medicine trees and the six seasons of the Noongar people. 9 Mt Eliza Lookout offers 180-degree views across Perth’s landmarks, while the arched 10 Walkway Glass Bridge takes you 620m across a treetop canopy of towering karri. Loop through Jarrah Woodland onto Forrest Dr to reach 11 DNA Tower, a 15m-high spiral staircase leading to Kings Park’s highest view.

Passing the 12 Pioneer Women’s Memorial, finish with a taste of Kings Park’s bushland, taking the 13 Goshawk Track through what feels like woop woop (the middle of nowhere). Pinch yourself that this really is somehow still in Perth as you head on into Subiaco.




Keeping the Kids Entertained

Fun for the whole family

Central Perth has a heap of activities to keep kids of all ages happy. But Perth Zoo is the perennial crowd-pleaser. Not only does it involve taking a ferry across to South Perth, but it offers a winning mix of lesser-seen native wildlife (numbats, bilbies, tree kangaroos and deadly snakes) and exotic animals, lions, tigers, elephants and orangutans.

As well as a heap of fun at Elizabeth Quay and bridge zipline and rooftop climb, kids will love WA Museum Boola Bardip for its megafauna and dinosaurs, Perth Mint and Heirisson Island for kangaroos.

A Night Out in Northbridge

Speakeasies, wine bars and dance floors

Northbridge’s nightlife may get a bad rap for its trashy club scene, but among its late-night debauchery you’ll find some of Perth’s most sophisticated bars.

Mechanics Institute is a local favourite: a cool, unpretentious bar accessed via a graffiti-spattered lane with outdoor terrace to enjoy well-made drinks and WA craft beers. Nearby are the conjoined-twin alley bars of Alabama Song, a honky-tonk dive bar, and its rock ‘n’ roll counterpart, Joe’s Juice Den. Continue your backstreet ramble to swing by Ezra Pound, an intimate, well-hidden bar. Meanwhile Edward & Ida’s entices with its classy front bar and basement cocktails.

Squeezing in among Chinatown’s restaurants, the Standard is a warehouse bar with a rooftop and great food. Nearby, Nick’s Alley hides Sneaky Tony’s, a speakeasy you’ll need the password to access (check its Facebook page)...and it gets even sneakier once you realise there’s a secret nightclub hidden within. Here is also Astral Weeks, a Japanese-inspired ‘listening bar’ where you’ll kick back to the sounds of whatever it’s spinning.

Hopheads will want to drop by Ruinbar, a dilapidated bar doing beers and pizzas, or Northbridge Brewing Company for craft ales brewed on-site overlooking Northbridge Square or on its roof deck with city views. Tiki as FK has you covered for mai tais and painkillers to sip from its rooftop terrace.

For DJs and dance floors, James Street’s Air and Coconut Grove are your best bets, but are only open weekends.


PERTH PRIDE

Pride WA (pridewa.com.au) was established in 1989 and has done great work in a fostering a community and safe space in embracing sexual diversity. It organises the annual PrideFest, a 10-day celebration that takes place in Northbridge in November that culminates with a Pride Parade grand finale.

Though Perth has a much more low-key LGBTIQ+ scene compared to Sydney (but so do most cities in the world), if you know where to look there’s plenty going on. Out in Perth (outinperth.com) makes for a good starting point for venues and events, and Northbridge is the most popular spot, with LGBTIQ+ friendly clubs galore.



Eating in Cottesloe & Scarborough: Our Picks

Cottesloe Beach Hotel: This beauty is a mix of pub, outdoor terrace, wood-fired grill and cocktail bar. 11am-late $$

Indigo Oscar: Within Cottesloe’s Indiana Teahouse, this spot serves Latin American–infused food. noon-9pm Wed & Thu, to 10pm Fri-Sun $$$

El Grotto: Superb Mexican cuisine with ocean views. Enjoy mezcals with dishes of ceviche and prawn tacos. 4-10pm Mon-Fri, 11am-1am Fri-Sun $$

Corner Dairy: Superb bistro east of Scarborough beach. 6am-noon Mon-Tue, 6am-noon & 4-10pm Wed & Thu, 6am-11.30pm Fri & Sat, to 10pm Sun $$


A Perfect Day at Cottesloe Beach

Perth’s popular beach

One of Australia’s most famous city beaches, Cottesloe is a 1.5km stretch of glorious soft sand that’s overlooked by its grassy foreshore and shady heritage-listed Norfolk Pine. Its teahouse pavilion lends a retro seaside feel, and as the birthplace of Surf Life Saving WA (1909) it’s one of its most family-friendly beaches.

The main action takes place around the surf club, a popular swimming beach where you can swim in between the flags from October to March. There’s a shark net to alleviate any fears. It’s not really a surf beach, but around April you’ll find some waves, and other times it’s calm, with good snorkelling.
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Cottesloe Beach | WALTER BIBIKOW/GETTY IMAGES ©

Hitting the Sands of Scarborough

Perth’s glitziest, whitest sandy beach

A contender for the city’s whitest beach and bluest waters, Scarborough is probably Perth’s most popular beach. But if upmarket Cottesloe is popular with families, Scarbs (as it’s known locally) is more your brash Gold Coast–style setup, with sprouting high-rises attracting younger folk here to relax by day and party by night. With its skatepark, beach volleyball, surf schools, basketball courts and cycling paths, it exudes a sunny So-Cal vibe, along with a beachfront heated lap pool to keep all its outdoor enthusiasts happy. All that’s missing is the Muscle Beach gym.


SOUTH WEST NATIVE TITLE SETTLEMENT

The Noongar have too often been excluded from the riches of Perth’s mining boom but in 2006 the Perth Federal Court recognised native title over the city of Perth and its surrounds. Though this was appealed by the WA and Commonwealth governments in 2009, in mid-2015 a $1.3 billion native-title deal was settled by the WA government, recognising the Noongar people as the Traditional Owners of WA’s southwest. The largest native title settlement in Australian history, the region covers over 200,000 sq km from Jurien Bay to Ravensthorpe, and includes the Perth metropolitan area. In 2021, a further settlement package was passed: over 12 years, the WA government will pay $50 million annually to the six Noongar corporations.






Fremantle

MARITIME HERITAGE | ALTERNATIVE CULTURE | MICROBREWERIES
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Urban sprawl has seen the port city of Fremantle (Walyalup) well and truly consumed as a part of Perth, which seamlessly blends it into its coastal suburbs while being only 20km from the CBD (central business district). However, Fremantle remains very much a destination of its own. With its maritime character, well-preserved 19th-century streetscapes, world-class museums, cultural diversity and epicurean offerings, it’s one of the highlights for many visiting WA.

Sightseeing will keep you busy for days, but the real key to enjoying Fremantle is to take it in like a local. It’s an area celebrated for its laid-back, bohemian character, so this is definitely the place to try to avoid tourist traps and instead zero in on the real Freo, with its local characters who inhabit cool neighbourhood cafes, bistros, grungy pubs and live-music venues. Adding to its appeal are beaches, microbreweries and some of the best seafood in the city.


GETTING AROUND

Freo is mostly flat, making it a good place to get around by bike. There are dedicated cycling trails in town and up north to Perth’s coastal suburbs. You can put your bike on the train, and there is free bike hire from the visitor centre. Freo’s city centre is easily navigable on foot, but to get to South Fremantle or to its northern beaches you’ll need a car, the free blue CAT bus, bike or Uber. If driving, note that most parking is ticketed. Thanks to trains, buses and ferries, you can reach Swan Valley wineries in 45 minutes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Fremantle Prison

2 WA Shipwrecks Museum

3 Western Australian Museum – Maritime

SIGHTS

4 Bathers Beach

5 Fremantle Arts Centre

6 Round House

SLEEPING

7 Fremantle Apartment

8 Fremantle Prison YHA Hostel

9 Hougoumont Hotel

10 National Hotel

11 Old Firestation Backpackers

12 Warders Hotel

EATING

13 Bread in Common

14 Emily Taylor

15 Good Things

16 Lions & Tigers

17 Lola’s

18 Manuka Woodfire Kitchen

19 Nieuw Ruin

see 17 Peggy’s

20 Sunshine Harvester Works

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

21 Clancy’s Fish Bar

22 Freo.Social

23 Gage Roads Freo Brewery

24 Little Creatures

SHOPPING

25 Fremantle Markets

26 Freo Doctor Liquor Store

INFORMATION

27 Fremantle Visitor Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Fremantle Visitor Centre offers free bike hire ($50 deposit), which makes for a great way to get around, and is first-come, first served. They also offer themed self-guided walking tours.



Tales of True Crime & Convicts

Take a tour of Fremantle Prison

One of 11 convict sites around Australia that were granted UNESCO World Heritage status in 2010 is Fremantle’s forbidding limestone prison. Built in 1855 entirely by convict labour, it took over from Perth Gaol as the state’s maximum-security prison, and continued right through until its closure when it was decommissioned in 1991.

To visit you have to join one of its several themed tours that take in its grisly history as you learn about the horrific conditions, notorious inmates (from bushrangers and bank robbers to serial killers), riots and hangings. Depending on your interests, tours vary from its convict era (1850s until 1886) through to more modern times. The main cellblock feels remarkably intact from the early 1990s. Cells are presented in styles through the different eras of its 140-year history, with conditions improving only marginally. You’ll also see solitary confinement cells and the gallows where the last person was executed in 1964, serial killer Eric Edgar Cooke.

Other tours include anything from true crime to nighttime torchlight tours, as well as the fascinating tunnel tours involving hardhat, overalls and boat ride 20m below the prison.

If you’re keen, you can stay overnight in part of its women prison now converted into a YHA hostel.




Fremantle Walking Tour
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Of Fremantle’s 252 heritage buildings none are more famous than 1 Fremantle Prison, a World Heritage site built by convict labour in the 1850s. Take a tour here before heading down to Parry St to 2 Freo.Social, a live-music venue in the former Artillery Drill Hall (1895).

At the roundabout, pass the 3 statue commemorating a famous mark (speccie) from the 1956 WAFL prelim final before passing 4 Fremantle Oval’s heritage Victoria Pavilion (c 1897), the home ground of South Fremantle and Freo Dockers in the AFLW.

Across from 5 Scots Presbyterian Church (c 1890) is the 6 old synagogue (1902) that’s now a dining precinct and 7 Norfolk Hotel (1887), which predates the gold-rush boom and features a mural outside of Australia’s first female senator.

On South Tce is 8 Fremantle Markets, with its heritage verandah frontage (1897), the grand 9 Sail & Anchor pub (1854) and 10 Metropolis, the former Kings Theatre (1904). Stroll the ‘Cappuccino Strip’ to the resplendent three-storey 11 National Hotel (c 1886) and duck down High Street’s ornate streetscape lined with boutique shops and cafes. It opens up to Freo’s waterfront as you reach another old prison, the 12 Round House. Across is the must-visit 13 WA Shipwrecks Museum inside the convict-built Commissariat building (c 1850s) and oceanfront 14 Kidogo Arthouse, within an old kerosene store (1884).

At 15 Bathers Beach stroll past the 16 Royal Perth Yacht Club, most famous for Australia II’s win in the America’s Cup.

Back on the foreshore, give the devil’s salute to 17 Bon Scott’s statue before finishing with a well-earned beer at the waterfront 18 Little Creatures, a Freo institution in a former crocodile farm.




Fremantle’s Salty Seafaring Atmosphere

Fremantle’s maritime and shipwreck museums

Though Fremantle has been largely gentrified since the 1990s, it remains very much a working port town. To get a first-hand look, the free Port Walk (fremantleports.com.au) runs 10am Tuesday and Fridays. But it’s Freo’s museums that really contextualise the importance of these waters where the Swan River meets the Indian Ocean.

The treasure-filled WA Maritime Museum is a world-class setup overlooking the port, with multimedia, interactive exhibits, including plenty of cool stuff kids will love. Highlights include the original Australia II yacht with its winged keel, which won the 1983 America’s Cup, explorer Jon Sanders’ Parry Endeavour and a rare megamouth shark washed up in Mandurah in 1988. Outside sits the Cold War–era HMAS Ovens submarine that you can scramble aboard on a tour. During WWII this was the site of the largest submarine base in the southern hemisphere.

The WA Shipwrecks Museum is another essential stop, with fascinating displays of maritime archaeology, including many ships wrecked along WA’s treacherous coastline. If you think Captain Cook was the first European arrival, this museum will change your mind. Among many Dutch expeditions, most infamous is the horrific story of mutiny and massacre aboard the Batavia, which met its fate in 1629.

Browsing Fremantle Markets

Cultural and culinary delights

Dating to 1897 and renovated in 1975, the Fremantle Markets are one of the city’s most beloved sights. Along with its Cappuccino Strip it’s probably the most touristy spot in Perth, but don’t let that detract from its vibrancy, with 150 stalls set inside a heritage-listed Victorian-era hall, where you can stock up on everything from local single malts and artisan gins to jewellery and boutiques by local designers. Food’s a highlight, with a choice of Balinese, Brazilian and bratwurst among a billion other choices.

Taking in Fremantle Art Centre

Fascinating arts, culture and history

Another historical Fremantle building that was built by convict labourers is the neo-gothic Fremantle Arts Centre (1861). Set over leafy grounds, its rotating exhibitions feature contemporary local and international artists, along with cultural events, including summer gigs by anyone from the Dandy Warhols to Elvis Costello.

It hasn’t always been a gallery, however, and instead was originally built as a ‘lunatic asylum’. Its barbaric padded cells housed anyone from convicts and sexual deviants to the ‘criminally insane’.


TIPS FROM A LOCAL SPORTS STAR
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Alex Pearce, captain of the Fremantle Dockers in the AFL, shares his favourite spots. @freodockers

I love how Freo feels like a big beach town. Little traffic, amazing beaches, food, coffee and access to a variety of art and culture hidden throughout the streets that I’m still discovering after 10 years of living here. Check out the Freo markets, and once you’ve finished, explore the city by foot through the Cappuccino Strip and High St towards Bathers Beach. For breakfast, Good Things does an amazing chilli scramble, and later on swing by Emily Taylor for spicy Asian fusion share plates. In the evenings head to Mrs Browns to loosen up into a gig at iconic Mojos.



Eating in Fremantle: Cheap Spots

Sunshine Harvester Works: Vendors offer hawker food, burgers and beers brewed on-site. 5-9pm Wed-Fri, noon-9pm Sat & Sun $

Sealanes Cafe: Hole-in-the-wall serving fresh-off-the-boat battered snapper, whiting and whatever else comes in that day. 11am-8pm Tue-Sun $

Peggy’s: Offers the likes of panko-fried snapper on milk buns and cheese-and-kimchi toasties. 10am-2.30pm Mon-Fri, from 9am Sat & Sun $

Run Amuk: Vibrant diner dedicated to America’s favourite fast food, the hot dog – classic, vegetarian or the inventive varieties. 11.30am-8pm Wed-Sun $

Visiting the Round House

WA’s oldest surviving building

Western Australia’s oldest public building is the convict-built Round House (1831). This 12-sided building (entry by donation) was used as a prison until 1886. It’s a site of painful memories for Noongar people who were held here en route to prison on Rottnest Island (Wadjemup). Beneath the Round House runs the 45m-long Whalers Tunnel (free entry). Carved by convicts using pickaxes, it was completed in 1837 to allow access for Fremantle Whaling Company between the town and jetty.
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Whalers Tunnel, Round House | ANIRUT THAILAND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CRAFT BEER

In November, the Fremantle Beerfest is one for hopheads to add to their calendar.

Little Creatures

Pioneer Freo brewery with a prime waterfront location to make your way through its long list of craft beers and great food.

Gage Roads

Freo brewery producing all manner of hoppy, hazy, sour, pale, golden and dark ales to enjoy overlooking Victoria Quay waterfront.

Running with Thieves

Cavernous South Freo brewery that also produces gins.

Clancy’s Fish Bar

Wonderful selection of WA microbrews on tap.

Freo Doctor Liquor Store

Perth’s oldest bottle-o (1928) is a good spot to stock up on everything crafty and local.



Eating in Fremantle: Best Dining

Ethos Deli + Dining Room: Sustainable, all-local produce, and Eastern European–inspired cuisine. 8am-3pm Tue-Sun $$

Bread in Common: Converted warehouse that takes ‘homemade’ to new levels. 11.30am-10pm Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun $$

Lions & Tigers: Modern Indian in a heritage Freo setting; think lamb rendang samosas. 5-9pm Tue-Tue, to 10pm Fri, noon-10pm Sat $$

Bib & Tucker: Bistro serving lobster potato crumpets for brekkie. noon-10pm Mon & Tue, from 8am Wed-Sun $$$

Lola’s: Thin-crust pizzas made with slow-fermented dough, with toppings like Shark Bay prawns. 5-9pm Wed-Fri, noon-9pm Sat & Sun $$

Manuka Woodfire Kitchen: Dishes by a chef who worked in Michelin-star restaurants. 5.30-9pm Mon-Sat,& noon-3pm Fri & Sat $$

Madalena’s Bar: Good Food Guide’s best restaurant in WA for 2024. 5-10pm Wed, 4-10pm Thu, noon-midnight Fri & Sat, noon-10pm Sun $$$

Nieuw Ruin: Classy city bistro offering local, sustainably sourced European produce. Tue-Thu 4pm-midnight, from noon Fri-Sun $$$




Rottnest Island

QUOKKAS | BEACHES | HISTORY
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Though only 19km offshore from Fremantle, arriving at Rottnest Island (Wadjemup) feels like you’ve landed in some far-flung paradise ringed with secluded white-sand beaches and turquoise bays.

It has long been a popular escape for Perth and domestic tourists, but since a few celebrity snaps with quokkas broke the internet, it has become an internationally sought-out destination, all here for the island’s cute resident marsupials.

Known locally as ‘Rotto’, there’s an increasing push for it to be called by its Noongar name, Wadjemup. Among its incredible beauty and charms lingers a dark history as the site where 3700 Indigenous people were incarcerated during the 19th century.

Though possible to visit as a day trip, it’ll only give you a glimpse of what the island has to offer, with some of WA’s finest beaches a bit further away. Aim for at least a night here to maximise beach (and quokka) time.


GETTING AROUND

Rottnest Island is very accessible, with ferries departing from Fremantle, Barrack St Jetty in central Perth or Hilary’s Boat Harbour further north. Freo is the quickest and fastest departure point; Rottnest Express and Sealink offer seven or so daily departures for the 30-minute journey. Rottnest is car-free, so getting around involves walking, cycling or the hop-on/hop-off Island Explorer bus that stops at 19 locations. Arrange bike hire through Pedal & Flipper. For more info, visit rottnestisland.com.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 The Basin

SIGHTS

2 Chicken Reef

3 Geordie Bay

4 Little Salmon Bay

5 Longreach Bay

6 Parakeet Bay

7 Pinky Beach

8 Ricey Beach

9 Strickland Bay

10 Wadjemup Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Discover Rottnest

see 11 Island Explorer

12 Paul’s Eco E Bike Tours

see 12 Rottnest Voluntary Guides

SLEEPING

13 Discovery Rottnest Island

14 Samphire Rottnest

15 Stay Rottnest

EATING

16 Frankie’s on Rotto

17 Geordie Cafe

see 15 Hotel Rottnest

18 Rottnest Bakery

INFORMATION

see 12 Rottnest Island Visitor Centre

TRANSPORT

19 Pedal & Flipper
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Thomson Bay jetty is the arrival point for all ferries from Perth, where the helpful visitor centre is conveniently located to assist with everything from bike hire and free tours to bus tickets and walking trails.



Seeing Quokkas

Rottnest’s most famous smiley resident

It’s the cute and furry cherub-faced marsupial quokka that attracts most first-time visitors to Rottnest Island. The quokka’s popularity soared in the age of the selfie, especially after celebrity snaps from Chris Hemsworth and Margot Robbie, resulting in an astronomical increase in the island’s visitors. You’ll see these little guys a few hops away from the visitor info centre, which offers free ‘Meet the Quokkas’ tours. But if you’re expecting a pristine wilderness encounter, you’ll be disappointed, as here they’re very urbanised and after food.

Though many assume these macropods (from the same family as kangaroos and wallabies) are only found on Rottnest, they also live on mainland southwest WA, but given they’re nocturnal you’d be very lucky to see them there. They’re nocturnal here too, but you wouldn’t know it, given they’re hopping around everywhere during the day – a behaviour change driven purely by tourists feeding them. Don’t be one of them. As tempting as it is to lure them in for that selfie, never touch them (they bite) or feed them (it’s illegal) and beyond all, it makes them prone to disease and illness.

You’d be very unlucky to come to Rottnest Island and not see a quokka, of which there are some 12,000 on the island; for best sightings, aim to visit early morning or late afternoon.

Searching for the Perfect Beach

Pristine white sands

The Basin is the most popular, with its crystal waters and soft white sand, an easy 10-minute walk from the main settlement and offering wonderful snorkelling at its reef. Pretty Pinky Beach is also within walking distance and sits at the foot of Bathurst Lighthouse and shares space with a resort.

But the best beaches are further afield, including Geordie Bay, Longreach Bay and Parakeet Bay, for powder-soft sands. For somewhere more secluded, try Ricey Beach, while idyllic Little Salmon Bay is south of the island (a 7km ride from Thompson Bay) for wonderful snorkelling.

For surf, Strickland Bay is the most famous break, while Chicken Reef is good for beginners. For lessons, get in touch with Surfing WA Surf School.
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Learning of Wadjemup’s Tragic Past

Where the past is still present

As you arrive in paradise, give thought to the fact that these lands have a dark, shameful past. Once joined to the mainland 6500 years ago, evidence of island habitation dates back tens of thousands of years. While a strong connection to the land remains for its Whadjuk Noongar Traditional Owners, for many it’s a place of pain and sadness; where ancestors were sent and never came back. Rottnest Island was the site where 3700 Aboriginal men and boys (many of whom were leaders and lawmakers) were incarcerated between 1838 and 1931, and where some 370 boys died. At Wadjemup Museum you’ll learn of the harrowing details and see heart-wrenching imagery of First Nations people who were locked in chains and incarcerated for petty crimes, particularly distressing as Indigenous people had no concept of imprisonment in their culture. The short doco is particularly moving and essential viewing for anyone visiting Wadjemup. It also has exhibits of flake tools dating from 13,000 years ago.

Nearby, the Wadjemup Aboriginal Burial Ground holds the remains of those who died, a shady woodland area that until recently was used as a camping ground.


ROTTNEST TOURS

Rottnest Island Voluntary Tours

Free guided tours to learn about the island’s history, natural landscapes, quokkas and shipwrecks; also ticketed tours to the lighthouse and historical defence sites.

Go Cultural Aboriginal Tours

Book ahead for Indigenous-led tours that delve into pre-colonisation history, as well as its recent, sad history and current-day affairs.

Paul’s Eco E Bike Tours

Jump on an e-bike for guided tours taking in the island’s history, wildlife and stops for swims.

Discover Rottnest

Take in Rotto’s highlights on 90-minute air-conditioned bus tours.

Rottnest Air Taxi

Head to the skies for well-priced scenic flights taking in spectacular topographical views.



Eating on Rottnest Island: Our Picks

Rottnest Bakery: Known for its pies, jam donuts and pastries; a popular spot to stock up for a bike ride. 7am-5pm $

Hotel Rottnest: Waterfront pub bistro perfect for a pint or a spritz accompanied by lobster rolls or fish and chips.11am-11pm $$

Frankie’s on Rotto: Shoo away quokkas while feasting on sourdough pizzas and Italian mains. 11.30am-8pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Geordie Cafe: This cafe-gallery offers brekkies, burgers and curries. Popular with beachgoers and cyclists. 7am-8pm, to 4pm Sun & Mon $$




Swan Valley

WINERIES | MICROBREWERIES | FARM-GATE PRODUCE
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All it takes is a 20-minute drive from central Perth to find yourself immersed among the vineyards and rolling hills of the Swan Valley. This is WA’s oldest winegrowing region and the second-oldest in Australia (NSW’s Hunter Valley takes the top spot).

Today you’ll find 40 wineries throughout the region, and a visit can also take in microbreweries, distilleries, cideries and farm-gate produce – all the ingredients for an indulgent day out.

Some 40,000 years before the arrival of an expedition led by Captain James Stirling to establish the Swan River Colony in 1829, the Indigenous Whadjuk people have resided in these fertile grounds. Stirling, likewise, recognised the superiority of its soils and it became an important agricultural capital and inland port settlement. Guildford, the gateway town to the Swan Valley, was founded here in 1829 prior to both Perth and Fremantle.


GETTING AROUND

This is a region best explored by car, so toss the coin to see who’ll be the designated driver for the day. Bike is another option and the 30km Swan Valley Heritage Cycle Trail that starts from Guildford takes you to many of the region’s most popular wineries. Buses also ply the route to Guildford from Perth. The most scenic way to get here, however, is by ferry, with cruises meandering along the Swan River to bring you to one of Swan Valley’s oldest wineries, Sandalford Wines.
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SIGHTS

1 Guildford Courthouse

see 1 Guildford Gaol

2 Maalinup Aboriginal Gallery

3 Museum of Natural History

4 Woodbridge House

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 10 Dale Tilbrook Experiences

SLEEPING

5 Discovery Parks Swan Valley

6 Swan Valley Retreat

EATING

7 Pinelli Estate Wines

8 RiverBank Estate

9 Rose & Crown

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10 Sandalford Wines

INFORMATION

see 1 Swan Valley Visitor Centre
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For the definitive list of wine and taste trails, along with breweries, distilleries and cider houses, visit the helpful Swan Valley Visitor Centre in Guildford.






A Day Out in the Swan Valley
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Starting from Guildford’s 1 Swan Valley Visitor Centre, head to one of Swan Valley’s oldest and best-known wineries, 2 Sandalford Wines (1840). Around the corner is the similarly impressive 3 Mandoon Estate, a big-moneyed precinct with expansive lawns, and comprising restaurants Homestead Brewery and the Maalinup Aboriginal Gallery. If you prefer your cellar doors more rustic, check out the tin-shed cellar door at nearby 4 Lancaster Wines.

Zoom off to the 5 Motor Museum of Western Australia to check out local boy Daniel Ricciardo’s first winning Red Bull F1 car, and depending on how you’re travelling for time, head to 6 Caversham Wildlife Park for native animals like quokkas.

Swinging back on to Swan Rd you’ll be in the heart of Swan Valley with its string of breweries. Try 7 Mash Brewing for its seasonal beers, vibes and food. Across from here is 8 Old Young’s Distillery; as well as gin tastings, it has Old Young’s Kitchen, a popular lunch spot for Asian fusion incorporating native ingredients. Cider is next on the menu and 9 Funk 2.0 nail it with its unpasteurised varietals made on-site using cold-pressed juices.

Rustic 10 Edgecombe Brothers (1925) offers a local, unpretentious winery experience, and opposite is 11 All Saints Anglican Church, WA’s oldest, dating to 1841.

Finishing with a flurry, it’s on to fourth-generation winery 12 Olive Farm Wines for cheese platters; mead at the 13 House of Honey; making your own batch at 14 Limeburners’s Giniversity; nabbing a keepsake at 15 Kimberley Rum Co., before bookending things with one of Swan Valley’s oldest wineries, the jacaranda-lined 16 Nikola Estate for tastings, great food and plenty of local history.



Taking a Stroll Through Guildford

The cradle of the colony

Established in 1829, Guildford is the oldest of the Swan River settlements predating Perth and Fremantle, both of which were founded a few months later.

Today it’s connected to Perth by urban sprawl and is all about stops for antiques, heritage pubs and historical sights en route to the Swan Valley. The visitor centre here was Guildford’s old courthouse (1866), operating until 1969, alongside the Guildford Gaol, built by convict labour from 1841. The National Trust–listed Woodbridge House is another interesting stop, a glorious red-brick 1885 mansion that’s today Guildford Grammar School, where actor Heath Ledger was schooled.

An unexpected find within the heritage-listed art-deco Regent Theatre, the Museum of Natural History, showcases masterful taxidermy works of native and exotic wildlife.


Learn About Indigenous Heritage

Bush tucker, art and storytelling

Guildford may be promoted for its colonial pioneer heritage, but for the Whadjuk people this area, known as Mandoon (place of many trees), has long been an important meeting place.

The Indigenous-owned and operated Maalinup Aboriginal Gallery makes for an interesting stop to learn about Noongar culture. As well as artworks and giftware, here you can sign up to Dale Tilbrook’s cultural tours, who’ll guide you through a range of experiences. Her engaging bush-tucker tours are popular: you can learn about native edibles, mixed in with tastings and storytelling. Check the website for her history and culture tours, as well as Aboriginal art lessons.


SWAN VALLEY TOURS

d’Vine Wine Tours: Bookable by the seat; an entertaining option for solo travellers looking to enjoy Swan Valley’s highlights.

Out & About Wine Tours: Public and private tours with knowledgeable guides taking in wineries. Also offers cruise.

Swan Valley Tours: Choice of public and private tours, along with cruises for a day of indulgence.



Eating in Guildford: Our Picks

Rose & Crown: WA’s oldest still-operating hotel (1841), this Guildford pub has a rambling beer garden and gastropub fare. 11am-10pm $$

Pinelli Estate Wines: Mediterranean winery offering chargrilled steaks and barramundi. 9am-5pm Mon-Fri, 10am-4pm Sat & Sun $$

Sandalford Wines: Enjoy vineyard vistas at one of Swan River’s oldest wineries. The restaurant does pizzas. 10am-5pm Sun-Fri, to 9pm Sat $$$

RiverBank Estate: Treat yourself to the likes of Lancelin rock lobster and shared plates of Modern Australian produce. 10am-4pm Wed-Sun $$$




The Pinnacles & Beyond

SURREAL LANDSCAPES | COASTAL SURROUNDS | NATIONAL PARKS
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The majestic limestone pillars of the Pinnacles are one of WA’s most captivating and surreal landscapes. Part of Nambung National Park (the Yued name meaning ‘winding river’), the otherworldly spires jutting out dramatically from golden desert sands make for a spellbinding scene and will have you feeling like you’ve just landed on another planet.

If you were umming and ahhing whether the Pinnacles were too far to travel on their own merits, the fact that there are so many highlights on either side of them should put your decision beyond doubt.

Yanchep National Park is a popular stop to see koalas, while the Sunset Coast has the holiday towns of Guilderton and Lancelin, the latter with towering sand dunes. North of the Pinnacles, the Turquoise Coast takes you to the beach towns of Jurien Bay and Green Head before you head inland for wildflowers. Looping back to Perth, drop by the unique Benedictine monastery town of New Norcia.


GETTING AROUND

Both Integrity Coach Lines and Transwa buses make the 198km journey to Cervantes from Perth, with stops at coastal towns along the way. It’s a further 14km from here to Nambung National Park, so unless you’re visiting on an organised tour you’ll need a car to visit the Pinnacles. Public transport is feasible if you’re hanging out on the coast. All the towns along the Sunset and Turquoise coasts are reachable by bus. For more information on local transport, there are helpful visitor centres at Guilderton, Lancelin and Jurien Bay, all with great local advice.
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SIGHTS

1 Yanchep National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Explorer Boat Hire

3 Lancelin Surf School

see 2 Moore River Cruises

4 Perth Quad

5 Trees Adventure

SLEEPING

see 2 Guilderton Caravan Park

6 Lancelin Lodge YHA

see 4 Lancelin Sands Hotel

see 5 Yanchep Inn

EATING

see 4 3 Emus Restaurant

see 6 Café 6044

see 5 Chocolate Drops

7 Endeavour Tavern

see 2 Guilderton Country Club

see 6 Offshore Cafe
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To see the Pinnacles basking in an ethereal glow, photographers should aim to come at dusk or dawn (also, crowds will be fewer).



A Forest of Limestone Pillars

Visiting the magical and mythical Pinnacles

If the location scout for any new Star Wars film is seeking the ideal setting, the Pinnacles would be the perfect fit.

A photographer’s dream, this ancient, enigmatic lunar-scape is as eerie as it is breathtaking, with sentinel-like spires rising as tall as 3.5m from the soft yellow sands like some long-lost ancient petroglyph forest. Adding further to its mystery is the fact that scientists still can’t be certain of if its origin, but one popular theory is it’s a compacted seashell layer that once covered the plain and, over millennia, has slowly eroded. To get up close, you can drive the one-way 1.5km Pinnacles Desert Drive loop that runs by the formations, but for a fully immersive experience, you can also head out on foot along a walking trail (1km return).

At the park’s centre is Pinnacles Desert Discovery, a contemporary, solar-powered building designed to blend in with the surrounding environment and incorporating the visitor centre and fascinating displays on the park’s natural history.

Nambung’s Unmissable Highlights

Lakes of ancient microbes and beaches

Other highlights of Nambung National Park include Lake Thetis, one the few places in the world that has living stromatolites. Dating back a remarkable 3500 years, these white globular-shaped, ancient microbe organisms inhabit the shallows of its shoreline and can be seen along a 1.5km-loop boardwalk that’s located 2km from Cervantes. Also in the park is the wonderfully named Hangover Bay, a luxurious sweep of white sand and turquoise waters, where a dip will cure any sore, dusty heads.

Seafood Feasts & Snorkelling with Seals

Lobster lunch and marine-life encounters

The closest town to the Pinnacles is the scrappy crayfishing village of Cervantes, located about 19km northwest. While it’s an OK place to base yourself for the night, with a visitor centre, pubs, cafes and motels, it’s most popular with day-trippers for its Lobster Shack. At this family-owned crayfish-processing plant you can take interesting guided tours of its facility to learn about the industry, before enjoying a lobster lunch on the waterfront patio. It also runs Sea Lion Tours and rents out SUPs if you want a paddle.

Jump on a Board in Lancelin

Sandboarding and kiteboarding

Though only 127km north of Perth, life in laid-back Lancelin is so lethargic it feels like you’ve arrived in an outback town by the coast. Offsetting its relaxed state is an outdoor adventure scene where its massive dunes take centre stage. Home to WA’s largest dunes system, here you can clamber up to the ever-shifting steep apex, where blowing sands evoke scenes of the Sahara, with the bonus of stunning coastal views. At its base, Perth Quad rents out sandboards and runs ATV and buggy tours. Take it easy, accidents aren’t uncommon.

Out on the water, the combo of afternoon offshore winds and a protective outlying reef make this one of Australia’s most famous kiteboarding and windsurfing destinations. Despite this, there are no kiteboarding schools or shops, so it’s very much a DIY affair. Lancelin Wind Festival in January brings the best wave riders in town. Drop by in the morning and you’ll have a good chance of spotting dolphins swimming by. For surf, head to the back beach, and if you’re keen to give it a go, Lancelin Surf School offers lessons.

Koalas & Show Caves

Enjoying Yanchep National Park

Western Australia is known for its rich biodiversity of wildlife but there’s one notable absentee: the koala. And that’s where Yanchep National Park steps in, with its small colony of koalas that were introduced here in 1938. Only 42km north of Perth, there’s half a dozen or so lazing in trees; spot them along a 240m boardwalk within a gated area of the park. In recent years, numbers have dropped off, many dying due to old age. However, plans are in place to replenish their numbers.

As well as kangaroos, emus and walks to Boomerang Gorge along the Dwerta Mia trail, other highlights are the glistening limestone Crystal Cave, which can be visited on a tour; the Trees Adventure rope course; and, on Sundays, the excellent 45-minute Aboriginal Experience showcasing traditional Whajuk culture, including spear- and boomerang-throwing and didgeridoo performances.

For food, head to the quaint Chocolate Drops teahouse.


BEST DAY TOURS

Explore Tours Perth

Action-packed day tour taking in the Pinnacles, sandboarding in Lancelin, winery lunch in Swan Valley and native fauna at Caversham Wildlife Park.

Lumineer Adventure Tours

Dedicated stargazing tours in the Pinnacles using state-of-the-art equipment.

Australian Pinnacle Tours

Day trips from Perth for sunset tours of the Pinnacles, with stargazing and koalas en route.

Jurien Bay Adventure Tours

Pinnacles Tours led by a recommended Jurien Bay–based operator. Good option for car-less travellers.

Sea Lion Tours

Get in touch with Cervantes’ Lobster Shack to see or snorkel with rare Australian sea lions.



Eating in Lancelin: Our Picks

Endeavour Tavern: Tavern with local front bar that opens up to its grassy oceanfront beer garden. 10.30am-8pm Sun-Fri, to 11pm Sat $$

Offshore Cafe: Alluring combo of old-school milk bar, contemporary cafe and licensed bistro with an eclectic interior. 7am-3pm $

Café 6044: More fitting for Perth than Lancelin is this stylish cafe offering healthy choices of juices and açaí bowls along with bagels. 7am-3pm $

3 Emus: Waterfront restaurant with expansive lawns and smart interior to enjoy seafood and Modern Australian cuisine. noon-8.30pm $$


Kicking Back in Guilderton

Where the river meets the ocean

For generations, the small laid-back town of Guilderton has been a popular holiday destination for Perth families.

It’s here where the meandering Moore River empties into the Indian Ocean, which gives its name to what the Yued Traditional Owners know as Gabbadah (‘mouth of water’). Hence, you’ll be treated to two fantastic swimming spots, the beach and the estuarine Moore River, which is often closed off to create an inviting lagoon. Explorer Boat Hire rents out kayaks for river paddles, while Moore River Cruises offers good-value twilight river tours of dunes, forests and wildlife. The surf beach here is stunning. It’s a wild stretch, however, so take care swimming.

The general store at Moore River does takeaway, while for a proper meal head up the hill for pub grub at Guilderton Country Club. For more info, stop by the visitor centre.

Jurien Bay’s Outdoor Attractions

Snorkelling, wildlife and cycling

Though first impressions may suggest Jurien Bay is more sprawling blue-collar working town than beach-holiday destination, don’t fret: once you head to its foreshore, you’ll discover why it’s so popular.

Its alluring powdery white sands and azure waters beckon for swims and underwater discovery, including snorkelling its 162m jetty. Jurien Bay Adventure hires snorkelling gear along with bikes to cycle the 14.2km coastal Turquoise Way Trail that takes in Jurien Bay’s extended foreshore.

As part of the Jurien Bay Marine Park, you’ll find the only breeding area for Australian sea lions on the west coast; for a closer look, Sea Lion Charters will get you out right among them.

As a fishing town, it means fish and chips is a must, but with gourmet pizzas and local beers at Kakka Alley Brewing, it’s a tough choice. Other picks include Oneh Jurien for Vietnamese fusion and cocktails, or Jetty Cafe for waterfront views.
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Walking Bloomin’ Lovely Trails in Lesueur National Park

Walks, wildflowers and scenic drives

A 20-minute drive inland from Jurien Bay will land you among one of WA’s biodiversity hot-spots within Lesueur National Park. A good variety of trails leads you through its astounding 900 species of flora. From late August through to early November, kangaroo paw, banksia and grass trees explode in a burst of colour. For orchid hunters, species to tick off include pink and purple enamel, cowslip, white spider, blue lady and donkey orchids.

The Yued Ponar Trail (6km, two hours) is Lesueur’s signature trek, but Gairdner Trail Loop (2.5km, one hour) offers a good taster if you’re short on time, while the 4km summit of Mt Lesueur (two hours) offers panoramic ocean vistas. Meanwhile, overlanders can embark on the 26km Yonga Trail. Otherwise the Lesueur Scenic Drive offers plenty of interesting stops with informative signboards.


JURIEN BAY TOURS

Jurien Bay Adventure Tours

Can sort you out for trips to the Pinnacles, Stockyard Caves and nearby dunes and seasonal wildflowers.

Jurien Bay Oceanic Experiences

As well as taking dive courses and sea-lion trips, you can head out to catch lobster for dinner.

Skydive Jurien Bay

Take things up a notch with tandem skydives that include a beach landing.

Sea Lion Charters

Get a snorkel and mask for a view of Australian sea lions like no other.

Turquoise Safaris

Specialising in snorkel trips to visit a breeding colony of Australian fur seals.



Eating in Green Head: Our Picks

Centre Break: Attached to its guesthouse, this smart bistro does crayfish rolls, seafood chowder and steak sandwiches. 11am-2pm & 5-7pm $$

Leeman Fish & Chips: Worth the 15km drive north, this gets our vote as WA’s best fish and chips. 10am-1pm Mon & Tue, 9.30am-2pm & 5-8pm Wed-Sun $

Green Head Gallery Cafe: Quaint cottage cafe with garden and gallery, offering the likes of brekky wraps and spanakopita. 6am-4pm Fri-Sun $

Dynamite Bay Takeaway: Indulge in the great Aussie tradition of fish and chips by the beach on Dynamite Bay’s foreshore. 9am-3pm Tue-Sat, 5-7pm Thu-Sun $

Diving into Coastal Bliss at Green Bay

Beach walks and swims

Small and blissfully sleepy, Green Bay is probably that dreamy beach town you’ve been searching for. Making up part of the Jurien Bay Marine Park, the beaches here are dynamite – so much so, there’s even one called Dynamite Bay, a regular nominee in Australia’s top 20. It is one of three beaches that makes up the Three Bays Walkway, a 2.5km one-way coastal trail offering stunning views as it takes you from South Bay, Dynamite Bay, to Anchorage Bay in the north.

Discover a Benedictine Monastery in the Bush

Monks and monasteries

If you thought the Pinnacles were surreal, wait till you stumble upon New Norcia, Australia’s only monastic town. In the Wheatbelt region, 132km north of Perth, it was founded in 1847 by Spanish Benedictine monks as an Aboriginal mission, and today there are six monks in residence found each evening chanting from 6pm within its monastery. Guests are welcome to attend.

The two-hour town tours are a good way to take in this complex of ornate Spanish-influenced architecture, including its palm-tree-fronted Abbey Church, monastery and historical boarding schools.

At the visitor centre you’ll also find a range of baked goods and port wine made by the monks and the New Norcia Museum & Art Gallery.


A PLACE OF TRAUMA

Formerly a missionary and Catholic boarding school, New Norcia harbours a grim history, notably rampant sexual abuse against children. Functioning as an Aboriginal mission, it forcibly relocated numerous Indigenous children in the late 1950s to orphanages run by the local Benedictine community. The 2017 Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse exposed it as one of Australia’s most notorious sites for paedophile priests and religious brothers between the 1950s and 1970, with 21.5% of priests accused – triple the Catholic church average. The current administration has acknowledged these disturbing acts, expressing sorrow and shame while emphasising efforts towards healing for survivors. Though compensation payouts have been made, legal proceedings continue.






Mandurah & Rockingham

BEACHES | GIANT SCULPTURES | MARINE LIFE
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Taking its name from Mandjoogoordap (meeting place of the heart), Mandurah has long been an important meeting place for Bindjareb people, the Traditional Owners who’ve lived here for 50,000 years. Today, with its modern waterfront development of interlinked canals, marinas and quays opening to an estuary that’s twice the size of Sydney Harbour, it’s a 21st-century water world. The winner of Australia’s Top Tourism Town in 2023, Perth’s second-largest city is not the easiest place to pin down, but with its giant sculptures, dolphins and national parks, there’s plenty on its doorstep.

Meanwhile Rockingham, 32km north, is not only one of Australia’s best kiteboarding destinations but is famous for Shoalwater Islands Marine Park, home to colonies of penguins, seals and dolphins. The main centre is a lively affair stretched out along pretty Rockingham Beach. If you’re seeking more relaxed beaches, check out nearby Shoalwater and Safety Bay.


GETTING AROUND

Rockingham is an easy 53km drive south from central Perth. Otherwise there are regular trains to get you here (35 minutes), which then continue on to Mandurah (50 minutes). Note that Rockingham train station is 4km from the main town, while Mersey Point for Rockingham Wildlife Encounters and kiteboarding is 6km. Cycling is a good way to get around, and Mandurah’s Bike Kiosk can sort you out for e-bikes and tours to see the Giants.
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SIGHTS

1 Cape Perron

2 Doddi’s Beach

3 Mandurah Museum

4 Penguin Island

5 Rockingham Beach

6 Shoalwater Beach

see 4 Shoalwater Islands Marine Park

7 Town Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 15 Mandurah Cruises

8 Perth Wildlife Encounters

9 Scubanautics Dive Academy

10 Sea Breeze Kitesurf School

see 5 Skydive Perth Rockingham

see 3 Star Surf+Skate

see 10 WA Surf

see 10 West Oz Kiteboarding

SLEEPING

see 15 Atrium Hotel

11 Can & See Caravan Park

see 15 Mandurah Ocean Marina Chalets

12 Manuel Towers

EATING

see 10 Azacca Kitchen

see 3 Flics Kitchen

see 5 Latitude 32

see 5 Ostro Eatery

see 5 Rustico

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

13 All Malt Brewing

14 Boundary Island Brewery

see 3 Little Stiller

INFORMATION

see 15 Mandurah Visitor Centre

see 5 Visitor Information Centre

TRANSPORT

15 Bike Kiosk

see 15 Mandurah Boat & Bike Hire

see 8 Penguin Island Ferry
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If you have your heart set on seeing penguins, the best months are January and February. Penguin Island is closed entirely from June to October, during bad weather and days over 35°C. For all travel info, the visitor centres at Mandurah and Rockingham are a wealth of knowledge.



Where the Wild Things Are

Come visit Mandurah’s Giants

The Giants of Mandurah have brought in visitors far and wide to enjoy these whimsical sculptures by world-renowned Danish ‘recycle artist’ Thomas Dambo. Having installed his distinctive troll-like giants around the world, Mandurah’s are an Australian exclusive. But get in quick: they’re built with perishable recycled wood and exposed to the elements, making them impermanent works that are expected to last until around 2025.

Scattered over a wide distance are six giants (one of which is hidden) on an interactive trail that’ll immerse you among Mandurah’s wetlands, waterways, bush and beaches; the guidebook (giantsofmandurah.com.au) available from the visitor centre makes a great accompaniment. Most are easy to locate, but there’s one secret giant you’ll need to find using cryptic clues (you’ll need a car).


Hanging Beachside in Mandurah

Paddles, strolls, beaches and museums

Mandurah’s beaches offer some respite from its glitzy artificial waterfront, and options include the golden sands of Town Beach or Doddi’s Beach, while further south are Falcon, Avalon and Pyramids beaches.

To head out to its Ramsar-listed wetlands, Mandurah Boat hires out self-drive pontoon boats, kayaks and SUPs where, if lucky, you’ll spot dolphins.

For something cultural, Mandurah Museum offers interesting insights to the town’s past, while the visitor centre offers self-guided art trails that are downloadable from its website.

Thrombolites, Bird-watching, Secret Walks & Beers

Ramsar-listed national park

A short drive south of Mandurah takes you to Yalgorup National Park with its vast system of lakes, wetlands and pristine coast, home to some 130 species of migratory birds.

The main drawcard is Lake Clifton and its globular, alien-like thrombolites, where a boardwalk trail leads you right among these descendants from earth’s most ancient living organisms. From here there’s another 5km (return) track to a destination we’re not at liberty to divulge. Hint: check out nearby Thorny Devil Brewery, where there’s one beer produced as a collaboration with a famous Danish artist, but that’s all we can say...


MANDURAH TOURS

Mandjoogoordap Dreaming

Local Bindjareb guide George leads tours offering interpretation of Mandurah’s sea and land from an Indigenous perspective.

Mandurah Cruises

Most popular for its one-hour Dolphin & Scenic Marine Cruise but offers relaxed estuary, high tea and sunset cocktail cruises.

Bike Kiosk

E-bike cycling tours to Mandurah’s Giants, ranging from three to four hours.

Kaleidoscope Tours

Bus trips to the Giants along with tours to local breweries, wineries and food stops.

Mandurah Surf Lessons

Run by Star Surf+Skate, these surf lessons at Pyramids Beach are for beginners and beyond.



Eating & Drinking in Mandurah: Our Picks

Flics Kitchen: Share plates of wood-roasted lamb and lobster brioche. 11.30am-3pm & 5.30-10pm Tue-Thu, to 11pm Fri & Sat, to 4pm Sun $$

Boundary Island Brewery: Produces beers on-site to go with smoked meats and live music. 11.30am-9pm Mon-Fri, 8am-10pm Sat & Sun $$

Little Stiller: Sparkling water views with equally sparkling drinks at this gin and vodka microdistillery. 11am-10pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat $

All Malt Brewing: Craft beers brewed on-site using ecofriendly techniques with recycled vats. 3.30-9pm Mon-Fri, from 11am Sat & Sun $

Trails & Trains at Dwellingup

Outdoor forest adventure

The southwest isn’t the only place in WA where you’ll come across towering forests of jarrah, and in just over 30 minutes’ drive from Mandurah you’ll be bathing among them in picturesque Dwellingup. It’s a worthy winner for Australia’s ‘Top Tiny Town’ in 2023, and swims, bushwalks, canopy walks, paddles and historical steam-train rides are just some of the unique ways to enjoy the forest. But with development of its mountain-bike trails, two-wheeled transport is the main game in town. Dwellingup Adventures can sort you out for bike hire.

The 11m-high canopy walk at the Forest Discovery Centre is a must, while Trees Adventure has rope courses and zip lines leading through the treetops. It’s part of scenic Lane Pool Reserve that sits on the banks of the jarrah-lined Murray River; perfect for picnics, walks and swims in its natural Island Pool.

Come weekends, the heritage Hotham Valley Railway chugs through the forest – with a choice of steam trains or five-course dining in a vintage car – along the old timber line dating to 1910.

In town, the Dwellingup Hotel has a wonderful outback country pub vibe, while the Blue Wren Cafe offers great food and rustic charm.

Swims, Paddles & Wildlife on Penguin Island

Wildlife and beaches

For many, Penguin Island is the main attraction in town, a pristine 12.5-hectare conservation park that lies 600m offshore, 5km south from Rockingham. Home to WA’s largest penguin colony, it’s also a popular day trip for picnics, beautiful beaches, walks and swims.

Though little penguins have long been the highlight of Shoalwater Islands Marine Park, their numbers have dropped off drastically, and sightings are only really possible from January to February. Get in touch with Perth Wildlife Encounters for info; it also runs tours to visit sea lions and dolphins.

Most head out via the Penguin Island Ferry but more adventurous types can paddle over in a kayak, or, at low tide, wade out across the sandbar. Take care, however, as people have drowned attempting this crossing; keep a close eye on conditions.
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ROCKINGHAM TOURS

Perth Wildlife Encounters

Main operator for trips to Penguin Island, with sightseeing and snorkelling tours to see dolphins and Australian fur seals.

Capricorn Seakayaking

Paddle tours to Penguin Island, visiting seal colonies and the Point Peron coastline.

Sea Breeze Kitesurf School

Beyond kitesurfing it runs SUP tours, wing-foiling lessons and yoga.

Scubanautics Dive Academy

Scuba lessons including Discover Dives for the non-certified, plus equipment hire and weekly free-guided shore dives. Enquire about the sunken wreck Saxon Ranger.

Skydive Perth Rockingham

Take in Shoalwater Islands Marine Park from dizzying heights on a tandem dive.



Eating in Rockingham: Our Picks

Rústico: Rockingham Beach’s classiest option offers tapas plus five-course degustation menus. noon-9pm Wed & Thu, to 10pm Fri-Sun $$

Azacca Kitchen: A tasteful space with an eclectic menu of seafood, cheeseburgers and fish tacos. 4-9pm Wed-Fri, noon to 10pm Sat & Sun $$

Latitude 32: Prime beachfront location offering burgers, seafood mains, cocktails and craft beers on its front patio. 11am-9pm $$

Ostro Eatery: Vibrant cafe doing all-day everything – breakfast, brunch, burgers (including a soft-shell crab version) and cocktails. 7am-3pm $$

Learn to Kitesurf & Relax on the Beach

Kiteboarding lessons and beach time

Kiteboarders travel far and wide in search of the best winds, and world-class Safety Bay lures them here from November to April. West Oz Kiteboarding, Sea Breeze Kitesurf School and WA Surf all offer lessons and gear.

If you’re here to laze, Rockingham Beach offers a superb stretch of golden sand with calm waters, or for somewhere more pristine, try Shoalwater Beach or Cape Peron further north.




Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Central Perth

Perth City Backpackers Hostel $ Drab, grey decor doesn’t do this East Perth backpacker any favours but the dorms are the cheapest in town.

Akara Hotel $ Private rooms for under $100 is a good deal for central Perth. Well located for main sights as well as Northbridge’s nightlife.

Hostel G $ There’s plenty of hostels out this way but this is one of Northbridge’s best for modern, vibrant dorms, lockers and social spaces.

Spinner Hostel $ Well positioned for Northbridge’s nightlife, all while far enough away, this popular backpacker has well-equipped dorms plus a garden hangout with BBQ.

Adnate Perth $$ Right in the heart of it, this hotel is decorated with a giant mural by Adnate, alongside modern rooms with city views.

Melbourne Hotel $$ Wrapping around an 1887 heritage pub is this contemporary build with tasteful, comfortable rooms in an elegant part of town.

Riverview on Mount Street Hotel $$ On a leafy street an easy walk from the CBD are these studio apartments with a cool lobby cafe-bar.

Tribe Hotel $$ Well-priced design hotel opposite Kings Park and 20-minute walk to Subiaco’s bars. Befitting the building’s design, rooms are sleek and stylish.

Ramada Vetroblu Scarborough Beach $$ Scarbs’ backpacker days seem over for now, so $150 is about the cheapest you’ll find, just 100m from the beach.

Rendezvous Grand Hotel $$ More suitable to Surfers Paradise than Scarborough, this Vegas-style high-rise dates to 1986, but it’s all about the ocean views.

Ritz-Carlton $$$ Stunning five-star hotel in sparkling Elizabeth Quay with floor-to-ceiling windows along with top-notch amenities, including on-site Hearth restaurant.

Como The Treasury $$$ Luxury hotel within the historic State Buildings’ baroque splendour with sleek, modern rooms and access to this wonderful dining precinct.

Cottesloe Beach Hotel $$$ Opening up to Perth’s most famous beach are the top-floor rooms of this heritage hotel. Also features superb food-and-drink facilities.

Alex Hotel $$$ Stylish design hotel that immerses you among laneways and galleries. A hip place to experience Northbridge’s vibrant urban scene.

Wonil Hotel Perth $$$ Boasting an enviable location overlooking Matilda Bay, this bespoke hotel features rooms with contemporary minimalist design and casual fine-dining restaurant.
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Fremantle

Fremantle Prison YHA Hostel $ A contender for Australia’s most unique backpacker, the cell rooms are within the woman’s wing of the old prison.

Old Firestation Backpackers $ If prison isn’t to your liking, try the old fire station, a social option with rooms in Freo’s heritage West End.

Hougoumont Hotel $$ Wonderful boutique hotel featuring a unique design merging a heritage facade with rooms fitted from shipping containers. Perks include its nanobrewery next door.

Fremantle Apartment $$ Jutting out into the ocean on Challenger Harbour, these self-contained apartments have magnificent water views or there are cheaper garden rooms.

Warders Hotel $$$ Just back from Freo market, this row of historical limestone cottages were built for prison wardens and converted into five-star accommodation.

National Hotel $$$ Not your usual pub accom, this heritage three-storey terrace hotel is fitted out with modern, spacious rooms, a restaurant and a rooftop garden.

Rottnest Island

Stay Rottnest $ Occupying a 1937 art-deco army barracks, this sprawling institutional budget option has camp sites, dorms and private rooms from cabins to oceanfront chalets.

Discovery Rottnest Island $$ Fabulous safari-tent park tucked in behind the dunes behind Pinky Beach with swimming pool and resort-style ocean front bar-restaurant.

Samphire Rottnest $$$ The most luxurious stay on the island, this boutique waterfront hotel overlooks Thompson Bay; worth the splurge.

Swan Valley

Discovery Parks Swan Valley $ Affordable, family-friendly holiday park with the usual setup of camp sites, cabins, swimming pool and playground.

Swan Valley Retreat $$$ Indulge in a weekend away at this blissful spa retreat among pastoral surrounds and relaxed yet luxurious amenities.

The Pinnacles & Beyond

Lancelin Lodge YHA $ Laid-back hostel close to the beach with swimming pool, hammocks and good choice of dorms and private rooms.

Guilderton Caravan Park $ Well positioned for both the estuary and beach is this laid-back holiday park offering camping, cabins and fully equipped glamping.

Jurien Bay Tourist Park $ Holiday park catering to solo travellers and families, with units and camp sites right on Jurien Bay’s foreshore.

Monastery Guesthouse $ One of WA’s most unique stays within a 19th-century Spanish Benedictine Monastery.

Cervantes Lodge $$ Run by the same folk who own the Lobster Shack are these well-priced rooms with a mix of private and family options.

Lancelin Sands Hotel $$ Sharing space with 3 Emus Restaurant are these relaxed motel-style rooms with swimming pool and BBQ.

Yanchep Inn $$ A Tudor-style hotel may seem jarring for a national park but this heritage-listed 1930s honeymoon inn makes for a cool option.

Centre Break Beach Stay $$ Basic, but well-priced rooms close to Dynamite Bay and added perks of helpful owners and SUP and sandboard use.

Mandurah & Rockingham

Atrium Hotel $ The closest you’ll find to budget rooms outside Airbnb is this modern hotel with good-value rooms to go with its swimming pool.

Can & See Caravan Park $ Coastal cabins and powered sites across the road from Rockingham’s northern foreshore beach.

Manuel Towers $$ Across from Shoalwater’s beach and a short walk for access to Penguin Island, this Mediterranean-style stone hotel has a good mix of rooms.

Mandurah Ocean Marina Chalets $$ If you can’t beat ‘em, join them and stay right among Mandurah’s modern waterfront development.

Dwellingup Hotel $$ Pub accommodation in motel-style rooms.





Greater Western Australia
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OUTBACK GORGES AND PRISTINE REEFS


Greater Western Australia is where the outback meets the ocean to spectacular effect. It’s also a triumph of the Aussie good life.
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It’s difficult not to envy those who live in Perth. Not only is their city blessed with natural riches, fabulous beaches and seemingly perpetual sunshine, but Perth is the starting point for so many nearby adventures.

South of the city, few regions in Australia can match the combination of spectacular coastline, charming and historic towns, and outstanding surfing with a region so utterly dedicated to providing the good things in life, from world-class wines to fabulous food. A little further south and you’re into ancient, forested realms where First Nations guides tell old, old stories. Continue along the southern coast and there’s whale-watching, cool-climate wineries, a place known as Valley of the Giants where you can climb into the treetops, and a string of wildly superb national parks and some of the world’s most beautiful beaches.

Heading north, and a succession of landscapes – the Pinnacles, Kalbarri, Shark Bay, Ningaloo Reef, Karijini National Park, the Kimberley, the Bungle Bungles (Purnululu National Park) – line up like an elite portfolio of outback icons. These remarkable landforms provide a backdrop to some signature Aussie activities: swimming with whale sharks, hiking to croc-free pools to float beneath red cliffs, and driving a 4WD across rivers and mountains. It’s all possible and so much more in Greater Western Australia.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MARGARET RIVER REGION

Wineries, waves and whales.

SOUTHERN FORESTS

Giant trees and mountain biking.

FITZGERALD BIOSPHERE COAST

Wilderness and whales.

SHARK BAY & MONKEY MIA

Wildlife-filled paradise.

NINGALOO REEF

World-class marine environment.

KARIJINI NATIONAL PARK

Red gorges deep in the outback.

PILBARA COAST

Rock art and rock holes.

BROOME

Museums and endless beaches.

THE KIMBERLEY

Deep gorges and 4WD adventures.

PURNULULU NATIONAL PARK

Lost world of dramatic rock formations.





Find Your Way


Because of the distances involved in travelling here – the shortest route from Perth to Kununurra is 3000km – you’ll need to plan carefully. Consider flying if you’re covering more than a corner of WA.
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Plan Your Days


Distances are seemingly never-ending in this vast land, and you’ll enjoy your visit a lot more if you plan to see a few places well, rather than trying to cover it all.
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Only Five Days

• Begin in feel-good Perth, where the sun always seems to be shining and the beaches are – sorry Sydney! – probably Australia’s best city stretches of sand. Perth also has eclectic neighbourhoods, fabulous restaurants and bars, and great museums.

• After a couple of days, head down the road to Margaret River, where you can sample fine wines, craft beers, top vineyard restaurants and wild West Coast surfing. Circle through postcard-pretty Augusta, dramatic Cape Leeuwin and Cape Naturaliste, then head down into the Southern Forests with their giant trees, and historic Albany.




One Week to Travel Around

• So many coastal journeys along WA’s central coast begin in easy-to-reach Geraldton, which is worth a day or two for its Indigenous trails, excellent museum and historic sites. Barely an hour up the road, tranquil, pretty Kalbarri is the gateway to Kalbarri National Park.

• Spend a couple of days exploring its lookouts, and hiking through its gorges. Spend three or four days in Shark Bay; the drive in is simply superb. Hang out in relaxed Denham, making forays by kayak and 4WD into Francois Peron National Park with a First Nations guide.




Ten Days to Spare

• Provincial Carnarvon is the gateway to WA’s north and worth a day for its Indigenous stories, space museum and fruit-flavoured attractions.

• Exmouth is your base for Cape Range National Park and Ningaloo Reef: swim with whale sharks, watch humpback whales and drift snorkel Turquoise Bay. Spend as long as you can here.

• Take a First Nations tour to the rock art of Murujuga National Park, visit the old pearling town of Cossack, then finish with a couple of days amid the gorges and remote swimming holes of Karijini National Park.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

While the south gears up for summer fun, the north battens down the hatches for rains and cyclones. Western Australia is vast and varied – a little local knowledge is essential.

FEBRUARY

Cyclones are possible across the northwest from November until April, but February marks the beginning of peak cyclone season.
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APRIL

Things are starting to dry out up north, and attractions and accommodation across the Kimberley start to reopen.
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JULY

The height of the whale-shark season in Ningaloo. With humpbacks also arriving, it’s a great time to visit.
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AUGUST

Wildflower season hits its gloriously colourful peak across the region. It’s high season almost everywhere.
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OCTOBER

Temperatures and humidity rise in the far north; Purnululu National Park and attractions along the the Gibb River Road close.
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NOVEMBER

In most years, the rainy season descends on the north, closing 4WD trails and reducing tourist numbers to a trickle.
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DECEMBER

Fiercely hot up north, but down south in Margaret River or Albany they’re gearing up for summer, with holidays and beaches to the fore.
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Margaret River Region

WINE | WILD BEACHES | GIANT FORESTS
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Though Margaret River (Wooditchup) is a town itself – a great little community that’s worth checking out – it’s better known as a region: famous not only for world-class waves and wineries, but also as a gastronomic destination set among superb natural attractions. Spanning from Cape Naturaliste in the north to Cape Leeuwin in the south, it’s a coastline of golden beaches, sublime surf and national park native forest, bookended by two iconic lighthouses.

It’s home to some of Australia’s finest wineries, craft breweries and distilleries, all paired beautifully with acclaimed restaurants showcasing the best of Margaret River’s gourmet produce. The larger towns, Margaret River, Dunsborough and Augusta, have plenty going on, as do the tiny rural towns of Cowaramup and Witchcliffe, which offer a smorgasbord of culinary attractions.

Along the way you’ll find some of Australia’s finest caves, beaches, bike trails, and, come springtime, wildflowers and whales, regularly spotted along these waters.


GETTING AROUND

While buses may get you here, unless you’re happy to base yourself in the one spot, you’ll need your own car to explore the region in depth. With direct flights from Perth, Melbourne and Sydney, picking up a rental car from Busselton airport is now a viable option, but with limited stock, book well in advance. An increasing network of cycling paths, bike is another good option; Margaret River’s Hairy Marron Cafe is ground zero for all your bike-hire needs.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Stormflower Vineyard

SIGHTS

2 Aquarium

3 Beerfarm

4 Busselton Jetty

5 Canal Rocks

6 Cape Naturaliste Lighthouse

7 Dune Distilling Co.

8 Grove Distillery & Brewery

9 Injidup Natural Spa

10 Margaret Riverer Distilling Company

11 Prevelly Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 Cape Lodge

13 Legend Charters

see 13 Naturaliste Charters

14 Ngilgi Cave

EATING

15 Amelia Park

16 Bunkers Beach House

17 Burger Bones

18 Chow’s Table

19 Cullen Wines

20 Dahl Daddys

21 Egberts

22 Frui Momento

23 Lagoon Yallingup

24 Leeuwin Estate

25 Margaret River Farmers Market

26 Margaret River Tuck Shop

27 Miki’s Open Kitchen

28 Morries Anytime

29 Normal Van Main Street

30 Origins Market

31 Pies & Ales

see 19 Vasse Felix

32 White Elephant Cafe

33 Wills Domain

34 Xanadu

35 Yallingup Gugelhupf

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

36 Aravina Estate

see 7 Black Brewing Co

37 Bootleg Brewery

38 Cape Mentelle

see 35 Caves House

39 CBCo

40 Cheeky Monkey

41 Cowaramup Brewing Company

42 Dormilona

43 Eagle Bay Brewing Co

see 17 Fire Station

see 18 House of Cards

see 8 Knotting Hill Estate

see 10 Margaret River Brewhouse

see 28 Pearls Bar

44 Rhum Burgundy

see 17 Rocky Ridge Brewing

45 Stella Bella

46 Voyager Estate

47 West Co. Coffee

48 West Winds Distillery & Tavern

49 Wild Hop Brewing Company

SHOPPING

see 18 Gabriel Chocolate

see 48 Gourmet Food Merchant

50 Margaret River Artisan Store

51 Margaret River Truffle Farm

52 Olio Bello

53 Retyre Shoes Margaret River

see 48 Temper Temper

54 Vasse Virgin

INFORMATION

55 Visitor Centre
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Margaret River Visitor Centre makes for a great first stop for all your travel questions, but otherwise its website offers a heap of great info.



Enjoying Margaret River Like a Local

Food and drink, shops and cafes

Back in the ’60s there was no sign of wine, surfers or tourists, and, instead, ‘Margs’ was a dairy and logging town. For 40,000 years prior it was (and still is) the residing place for the Wadandi people. These days, it’s undeniably touristy, but retains its sense of a tight-knit, local community.

Coffee’s always a good starting point here: West Co. Coffee is the place for single-origin enthusiasts, while Egberts offers delicious sourdough sandwiches and croissants. If you’re around Saturday morning, don’t miss Margaret River Farmers Market, with its high-quality regional produce.

A few restaurants to look out for include Dahl Daddys, a South Asian canteen at the skate park doing innovative, fragrant Burmese curries; Miki’s Open Kitchen for Japanese creations using the best of WA’s produce; and Normal Van Main Street for the juiciest burgers in the southwest.

For a trifecta of winning options in the same complex, Margaret River Tuck Shop does creative, wood-fired modern Australian pizzas and seafood; Morries Anytime, with native and seasonal produce for its contemporary Asian-influenced dishes; and Pearls Bar for charcuterie and superb local twists on classic cocktails.

For more drinks, Margaret River Brewhouse is forever packed with folk enjoying craft beers on its sunny terrace, while at Margaret River Distilling Company you can taste well-crafted gins. At Rhum Burgundy you’ll ‘stay classy’ with a Sex Panther cocktail. Nearby, Stella Bella Winery offers tastings and BYO picnics among the vines.
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Connect with the Saltwater People

Engage with Indigenous Noongar culture

Translating as the ‘saltwater people’, the Indigenous Wadandi – one of the 14 different language groups of the Noongar nation – are the traditional custodians of the Margaret River (Wooditchup) region. Alongside Madjedbebe in Arnhem Land and Lake Mungo in NSW, this is one of the earliest sites of human occupation in Australia, with Devil’s Lair, a cave just south of Witchciffe that has unearthed evidence of human settlement dating back 48,000 years.

Koomal Dreaming is one of the best tour operators for learning about local Indigenous culture. Tours are led by Josh Whiteland, a local Wadandi man and natural storyteller, whose ancestors were the last to live in the bush here in the 1960s. Tours take in a range of cultural experiences, including informative coastal walks to learn about the six Noongar seasons and journeying into Ngilgi Cave to hear traditional stories, learn to make a fire, and watch didjeridu performances.

Otherwise the new Ancient Lands Experience at Ngilgi Cave (named after an ocean spirit who now resides in and protects the cave) provides in-depth information with interactive installations that bring light to Noongar culture.


BEST SHOPPING IN MARGARET RIVER

Margaret River Artisan Store

Collective of local indie WA designers producing one-off pieces including jewellery, clothing, accessories, ceramics and art works.

Retyre Shoes Margaret River

Inspiring ecofriendly store dedicated to producing clothes, shoes and accessories made using recycled items such as plastics and truck-tyre mud flaps.

Vasse Virgin

Olive-oil-based soap and skincare products plus workshops. It also has its own olive farm you can visit by tour.

Temper Temper

Further afield in Cowaramup is this bean-to-bar chocolate maker producing divine handcrafted single origin items.



Surf’s Up

Ride the perfect wave

Southwest Oz is not just one of Australia’s best surf spots, it’s also home to some of the most powerful waves on the planet. Some 75 breaks dot this coastline of the Indian Ocean – including secret spots only accessible by 4WD – and it’s where the likes of Taj Burrow and Jack Robinson grew up carving monster waves at Margaret River, Yallingup and Gracetown. It’s a surf culture that dates back to the late ’50s, and for those interested in its history, drop by Aravina Estate winery for the WA Surf Gallery.

Surfers Point at Prevelly Beach lies at its epicentre and is home to the Margaret River Pro on the WSL circuit. Held in May, it attracts the world’s very best to shoot it out at the iconic Southside and Main Break. Waves here can reach up to 7.5m. Hence, it’s one of the few places you’ll see surfers wearing helmets, and local shapers design specialised, stronger boards with more rocker for the conditions. Further north, Yallingup is home to equally legendary waves: the namesake break is where it all kicked off, and other famed places for barrels include Three Bears, Rabbits, Smith’s Beach and Injidup Point.
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MARGARET RIVER MOUNTAIN BIKING

As if the region didn’t have enough variety, offering gourmet experiences and surfing, plus a whole lot else in between, Margaret River is fast emerging as a mountain-bike destination. Margaret River Off Road Cycling Association (mrorca.org.au) has developed a network of forest trails that cater to all levels, but it will appeal especially to those who like things fast, flowing and with plenty of jumps. There are also plenty of road and bike trails. The Wadandi is the most popular, but for everyday riders the Prevelly Trail gets you from Margaret River to the beach. The forested 3.3km Chimney Trail Loop is a scenic ride for those short on time.



Taste Your Way Through Wine Country

Chardonnays and cab sauvs

Celebrated for its award-winning chardonnays and cabernet sauvignons, Margaret River’s success on the international stage is all the more impressive given that the first vines here were only planted in the late 1960s and it was only during the ’90s that things really took off.

There are two types of winery here: the estates offering fine dining, where food is an equal attraction to wine to enjoy among refined scenic outdoor terraces; or more rustic affairs with cellar doors where it’s more about tastings, offering an equally enjoyable experience with a more intimate, hands-on approach. Visit margaretriver.wine for an overview of some of its 100 or so wineries.

Vasse Felix is Margaret River’s founding estate, so while it has a head start, it’s never let its edge slip; it’s well-regarded not only for its award-winning wines but also for its destination fine-dining restaurant, one of WA’s very best. Other originals include Cape Mentelle, doing tastings and tours to go with its outdoor cinema and petanque in summer; Cullen, with its biodynamic philosophy in both its winemaking and one of WA’s best culinary experiences; Leeuwin Estate, producing distinctive regional wines paired with a divine creative menu of modern Australian and forested karri views; Voyager Estate, a second-generation family-owned winery where you can indulge in top-notch wines over a seven-course degustation accompanied by fine wines and vine vistas; and Xanadu, established in 1977, which has picked up a spate of awards.

A new generation of winemakers include Amelia Park, doing coveted wines and wood-fired seasonal dishes; House of Cards, an organic winery with its acclaimed Chow’s Table offering contemporary Chinese/Malay cuisine; Stormflower Vineyard, another organic winemaker doing pét-nat wines in a more relaxed setting that offers an alternative to big-moneyed estates; and Dormilona, an urban winery in Margaret River worth dropping by for tastings of their modern wines.


LOCAL SURFING TIPS
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Jarrad Davies, owner of Margaret River Surf School (margaretriversurfschool.com), gives his tips on surf spots.

Margaret River’s unique charm lies in its unparalleled wave diversity, offering conditions from gentle half-metre rollers to formidable 18m giants courtesy of the Indian Ocean. This surfing haven is further enriched by the local community’s warmth, world-class wineries, and breweries with five-star dining. Redgate Beach is the quintessential spot for beginners, boasting a consistent, year-round long sandbar that provides perfect conditions amid breathtaking scenery, establishing it as the top choice for learning to surf in the area. For advanced surfers, it becomes a paradise when the sandbanks align just right. Meanwhile, Gracetown caters to intermediate surfers at spots like North Point, South Point, Lefties and Huzzas.



Let’s Get Crafty

Award-winning microbreweries

Complementing Margaret River’s wineries beautifully is its burgeoning craft beer and artisan booze scene. New microbreweries, nanobreweries and distilleries are popping up each month, so if you don’t have a designated driver, a brewery tour could be the way to go if you’re wanting to sample a few.

Other than the Brewhouse in Margs, all are set among wine country: wonderfully rustic affairs with pastoral outlooks and family-friendly setups. Beerfarm is one of the region’s standouts for its seasonal ales to go with big IPAs, all set within an old dairy shed overlooking paddocks, with a menu of farm produce.

Bootleg Brewery is Margaret River’s oldest (established 1994) and still regularly pulls in the gold medals at beer awards for its juicy pale, seasonal and New World ales. Brewing since 2004, CBCo is also one of southwest Australia’s originals and has 22 beers on tap, but none better than its signature pale ale.

Wild Hop is another excellent stop along the craft beer trail, with reliable core and seasonals to go with smoked meats to enjoy in its bush setting. Other places to kick back with a cold one and a view are Cowaramup Brewing Company, with pilsners and British-style ales; Eagle Bay near Cape Naturaliste for a winning pale ale; Cheeky Monkey for hoppy beers on the lawn by the water; and Black Brewing that shares the location with Dune Distilling, which produces lovely gins.

Grove Distillery was the first in Margaret River to get the ball rolling for gins and vodka, and today it’s also known for its single malt scotch and rums to enjoy overlooking its vines. For artisanal gins using native botanicals from wattleseed, bottlebrush and lemon myrtle to sea parsley, don’t miss Margaret River Distilling Company and West Winds.

Be Captivated by Cape Leeuwin

Lighthouses and rugged landscapes

At Australia’s most southwesterly point, you’ll find a different vibe to the rest of the Margaret River region: think windswept romance of lighthouses, forlorn beaches and moody seascapes.

Augusta (population 1382) is the main town down this way and sits overlooking the inlet where the Blackwood River empties into the ocean. It offers more your classic old-school seaside holiday feel with fish and chips, a ripper main pub and the very worthwhile historical museum. Augusta River Tours offers scenic 1½-hour cruises, Augusta Boat Hire has kayaks etc, while Naturaliste Charters runs whale-watching cruises from mid-May to August in Flinders Bay. Further south, the Colour Patch is a popular waterfront cafe-bistro that bills itself as the ‘last eating house before the Antarctic’.

But the main highlight is Cape Leeuwin, 9km south of Augusta, where you’ll find mainland Australia’s tallest lighthouse (39m; 1886) looking out over where the Indian Ocean meets the Southern Ocean. Guided tours take you to the top of this still-operational lighthouse, where you’ll be battered by gale-force winds while being treated to the stunning, endless views.

Leading up from the southern tip of Cape Leeuwin is Caves Rd, taking you through the remnant karri forest of Boranup. This is part of Leeuwin-Naturaliste National Park, and although fires raged through here in 2021, its southern sections remain intact. You can drive among its giant trees up to Boranup lookout for superb coastal views. En route you’ll pass Jewel Cave and Hamelin Bay Beach, a contender for the region’s best patch of white sand and famous for its stingrays in the shallows.
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MARGARET RIVER WINE & BREWERY TOURS

Tasting wine and beer can be dangerous if you’re driving. Taking a tour of the local wineries and breweries is the perfect solution.

Margaret River Brewery Tours

Pints at four breweries, winery tastings and full lunch.

Margaret River Tours

Offers half-day tours to iconic wineries for tastings, platters and chocolate, or full-day tours including lunch.

Harvest Tours

Well-priced tours catering to different budgets, time frames and destinations.

Grape Escape Tours

Offers private tours that are a good option for small groups.

Bushtucker Tours

Take your pick between craft beer or wine tours – all including tastings.



Eating by the Coast: Our Picks

White Elephant Cafe: This blissful beach-side cafe overlooks Gnarabup Beach. 7am-3pm $

Lagoon Yallingup: Upmarket beachfront kiosk in Yallingup doing wild-truffle eggs on toast. 8am-noon Mon & Tue, to 3pm Wed-Sun $$

Bunkers Beach House: This stylish beach bistro on Bunkers Bay has a menu of seasonal Modern Australian. 9am-2pm Thu-Mon $$

Augusta Hotel: Built in 1912, this heritage hotel opens up to stunning views over the inlet; enjoy beers and classic pub fare. 11.30am-2pm & 5-8pm $$

Head up to Cape Naturaliste

Lighthouse and beaches

Hidden away up in Margaret River’s far northern tip is the spectacular Cape Naturaliste, characterised by secluded white sandy beaches and its namesake lighthouse. Built in 1903 it can only be visited on a guided tour (departing every half-hour). With only 59 steps it’s on the shorter side, but the views from up here overlooking Geographe Bay are astounding. From late winter through spring it’s a prime whale-watching spot, and look out for dolphins and seals, too.

A 3.5km walk from the lighthouse leads to the Sugarloaf Rock viewpoint, where you’ll find Australia’s most southerly breeding colony of red-tailed tropicbirds; bring along binoculars to see them diving offshore. The beaches here are a big lure: Meelup, Bunker Bay (which is patrolled by a Surf Life Saving Club) and Castle Bay all have talcum-white sands overlooking the calm turquoise waters of Geographe Bay.


CHOCOLATES, TRUFFLES, OLIVES & MORE

Chocolate Gabriel Chocolate and Temper Temper are both ‘bean-to-bar’ chocolate makers exporting cacao from Latin America to Ghana.

Truffles

Head to Gourmet Food Merchant in Cowaramup to pick up truffle oils and tapenades produced by nearby Margaret River Truffle Farm.

Olive oil

Check out Vasse Virgin, Whirlwind and Olio Bello for exquisite estate olive oils and platters.

Seafood

Knotting Hill Estate offers a year-round supply of marron (local freshwater crayfish) you can cook up back home.

Bakeries

Don’t miss the wood-fired breads and croissants at Yallingup Gugelhupf or English-style pies at Pies & Ales off Caves Rd.



Hang Out in Surfy Yallingup

Waves and seascapes

With its surf, chilled-out locals and nearby wineries, the laid-back northern township of Yallingup (population 1195) offers your quintessential southwest experience. In between hanging out on the beach, Caves House is the place to be with its sprawling beer garden, one of the region’s liveliest. Next door is the wood-fired bakery Yallingup Gugelhupf, while for foodies choices include the upmarket beach kiosk Lagoon Yallingup and creative fine dining at the likes of Wills Domain, Frui Momento and Cape Lodge.

As a stop along the Cape to Cape Track, there are some great walks and nearby coastal attractions. Swimmers will want to check out the Aquarium and Injidup Natural Spa, both natural lagoon-style rock pools that are favourite spots for swimmers and snorkellers. Yallingup and Smiths Beaches are both patrolled by Surf Life Saving Clubs, making them safer swimming options along what can be otherwise a rough and unpredictable coastline. Yallingup’s also a good place to learn to surf. Canal Rocks is another worthwhile stop where you can walk out on a footbridge to immerse yourself among its spectacular rocky seascapes.


WHY I LOVE THE CAPE TO CAPE TRACK
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Trent Holden, Lonely Planet writer

What better way to experience WA’s southwest than this epic hike that links Margaret River’s Cape Naturaliste to its southern tip of Cape Leeuwin? The 125km Cape to Cape Track has long been on my bucket list, so to embark on this sublime walk was hugely rewarding. Bookended by two stunning landmarks of the cape’s respective lighthouses, it makes for an equally memorable start point as it does finishing line – especially with the added bonus of spotting whales. Though admittedly I didn’t complete it in its entirety, that’s the beauty of Cape to Cape; it can be tackled as standalone legs lasting anything from one hour to 10 days. Check out Friends of Cape to Cape Track River (capetocapetrack.com.au) for a full breakdown.



Journey out to Busselton Jetty

Walk far out to sea

Busselton Jetty isn’t your everyday jetty. For one, it extends precisely 1.841km out to sea, over the translucent waters of Geographe Bay. Secondly, it dates from the 1860s, built for the timber boom, and is heritage-listed as the longest timber jetty in the Southern Hemisphere. Thirdly, there’s a train that leads out here via laid-out tracks along its timber piles. And lastly, perhaps most extraordinarily, at its end lies a stunning underwater observatory, one of only six in the world. It allows visitors to plunge to the depths and explore the underwater world, teeming with marine life, all without getting wet.

Walking out to its endpoint is certainly possible, but if you’ve got kids it might be a stretch, particularly on a hot day. Hence, the tourist train (passing those fishing for squid) is more than a gimmick. At its endpoint, the not-for-profit observatory is a unique opportunity for non-snorkellers to get a glimpse of this ocean world. Informative guided tours lead you down 8m underwater and to the 11 viewing windows to observe some of the 300 marine species that live down here.
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WHALE HIGHWAY

For nature lovers there’s no better time to visit Margaret River than from August to November, when its wildflower blooms coincide with the whale migration season. At this time, its waters become a thoroughfare for humpbacks, southern rights, minke and blue whales, all on their journey from Antarctica up WA’s coast to the Kimberley – from where they turn around for the long voyage home. For the northern winter migration (May to August), you’re guaranteed to spot humpbacks from Cape Leeuwin in the south, while in the southern migration (late August to November), you’ll see them in the north off Cape Naturaliste. For tours, Naturaliste Charters and Legend Charters are your best bet.



Eating & Drinking in Busselton: Our Picks

Rocky Ridge Brewing: This sustainable, net-zero microbrewery is popular for its core range and new releases. 11am-9pm Thu-Sat, to 8pm Sun-Wed

Origins Market: Indoor farmers market with food hall showcasing local producers. 8.30am-9pm Thu-Sat, to 6pm Tue, Wed & Sun $

Burger Bones: Listed in WA’s top 100 restaurants for grass-fed beef burgers with vegan options. 11am-2pm & 5-8pm Fri & Sat, to 2pm Sun, 5-8pm Wed & Thu

Fire Station: Busselton’s former fire station is now a cool bar. Excellent wines, cocktails and beers. 11.30am-10pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat




Bunbury & Around

DOLPHINS | BEACHES | INDIGENOUS CULTURE
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Bunbury (population 75,196), known as Goomburrup to the local Traditional Owners, may be WA’s second-largest city, but here among its turquoise waters and white sandy beaches it feels as relaxed as any of the state’s coastal towns. Marking the starting point of the southwest, it forms an important juncture where the road splits between Perth, Margaret River and the southern forests and coast. But Bunbury’s much more than a gateway town, and its many attractions will keep you busy for a night or two.

Monkey Mia, over 1000km north of Bunbury, may be synonymous with seeing dolphins in the shallows, but Bunbury offers an equally memorable experience, and one without the entrance fees. It fits in nicely among other sights, including regional WA’s best art gallery and opportunities to learn about Noongar culture.

As well as bars and restaurants, you’ll also get in some good beach time with a mix of long uninterrupted sands and family-friendly bays.


GETTING AROUND

There’s a good network of buses and trains that’ll get you to and from Perth, as well as links to Margaret River and the south coast towns of Denmark and Albany. Most of Bunbury’s main sights are located in the central area and, therefore, it’s rarely more than a 30-minute walk between attractions. Otherwise, Melo Velo hires out bikes or you can jump on a Beam e-scooter. There’s also Uber, taxis and a network of local buses. All of that said, having your own wheels will bring some of the smaller towns into play.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Dolphin Discovery Centre

SIGHTS

2 Wardandi Boodja Sculpture

3 Wardandi Memorial Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Ngalang Wongi Aboriginal Cultural Tours

EATING

5 Market Eating House

6 Mojo’s Kitchen

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7 Froth

8 Lost Bills

INFORMATION

9 Visitor Centre

TRANSPORT

10 Melo Velo
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Bunbury’s visitor centre makes for a helpful first port of call, offering a heap of self-guided tours. For attractons beyond Bunbury check out visitbunburygeographe.com.



Meet the Dolphins

Dolphin encounters and marine centre

Come the warmer months, here at Bunbury’s Koombana Bay you can experience an inquisitive community of bottlenose dolphins that swim right up to shore. A pod of some 60 females live in the bay year-round, and while they’re not guaranteed to show up, if the water is calm (no wind or rain) you have a good chance to see them here in the morning between late October and late March.

A team of well-trained volunteers orchestrate proceedings, directing tourists into the shallows to stand in a row where dolphins will turn up to say hello. There’s also an interesting mangrove boardwalk across the road.

Please note that there is considerable debate over whether these encounters with wild dolphins are good for the dolphins themselves.

The not-for-profit Dolphin Discovery Centre is a big attraction, a slick marine centre with info on the dolphins and brilliant aquarium displays.

Exploring Ferguson Valley’s Food & Wine Trails

Vineyards, breweries and stunning views

Making up part of the Geographe Wine Region, the Ferguson Valley is the most accessible from Bunbury. Here you’ll find a dozen or so wineries with cellar doors for tastings of chardonnay and shiraz along with grenache, riesling, zinfandel and tempranillo.

Popular stops with restaurants include Green Door, Hackersley Estate Wines and St Aidan, while Willow Bridge Estate has a cellar door for tastings.

Eating & Drinking in Bunbury: Our Picks

Mojo’s: Good weekend breakfasts and delicious mains to go with local wines. 11.30am-9.30pm Mon, from 11am Tue-Thu, 8am-10pm Fri-Sun $$

Market Eating House: Bunbury’s best restaurant. Divine shared and large plates. 5.30-10pm Tue-Thu, noon-11pm Fri & Sat $$$

Froth: Offers the full gamut of beers (including a daily $10 pint) to go with burgers etc. noon-11pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat, to 9pm Sun

Lost Bills: The place for original cocktails (go the coffee negroni), craft beers and WA wines. 6-10pm Thu, 5pm-1am Fri & Sat




Southern Forests

GIANT TREES | TRUFFLES | OUTDOOR ADVENTURE
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Less known than the beaches and wineries in WA’s south and southwest, the region’s ancient forests are supremely impressive. They offer a stunning change of scenery as you detour inland for a whole new adventure, a region defined as much by towering karri, jarrah and marri as it is the by succession of picturesque rural towns, each offering its unique charms.

At its centre is the small, delightful town of Nannup, worthy of a visit anytime, but it really springs to life for its music festival in March. Forested roads link it with the bohemian enclave of Balingup and tiny Greenbushes, a mining town turned sleepy hollow turned mining town again, as it rides the wave of the lithium boom.

From here you’ll pass through sprightly Bridgetown, also famous for its music festival; the working town of Manjimup, surrounded by dense forests and farmgate produce; and best of all, Pemberton – the perfect base to explore the region’s giant trees.


GETTING AROUND

While buses transit through Manjimup and Pemberton via Balingup, if you plan on exploring this region in depth you’ll need your own wheels. That way you can detour down enticing side roads or stop anywhere that grabs your attention. With that said, this area is made for walkers and cyclists, with both Bibbulmun and Munda Biddi trails immersing you among its karri forests. Mountain bikers will also be in for a treat with plenty of trails.
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SIGHTS

see 4 Bridgetown Police Station Museum

1 Diamond Tree Lookout

2 Four Aces

3 Gloucester Tree

4 Jigsaw Puzzle Museum

5 King Jarrah

6 Nannup Clock Tower

7 One Tree Bridge & Glenoran Pool

8 Perrier Sculpture Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 9 Pemberton Mountain Bike Park

9 Pemberton Pool

see 9 Pemberton Tramway

SLEEPING

see 4 Bridgetown Hotel

see 6 Nannup Hotel

EATING

see 4 Barking Cow

see 4 Cidery

see 4 FATS

see 12 Georgy Scott’s

10 Hound & Hunter

see 10 Tall Timbers

see 12 Treehouse Tapas & Wine

see 12 Wild at Heart Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 4 Freemasons

see 12 Jaspers

11 Nannup Brewing Company

see 4 Scotts Tavern

TRANSPORT

12 Pemberton Pedals and Paddles
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Balingup, Bridgetown, Manjimup and Pemberton all have helpful visitor centres and useful websites. Other useful online resources include Southern Forests and Valley (southernforestsandvalleys.com) and Southern Forests Food (southernforestsfood.com) for wine trails and gourmet stops.



Meet the Locals at Nannup

Pubs, cafes and music festivals

Set amid bushland along the Blackwood River is the attractive, historical township of Nannup (population 1328), which, since the closure of its timber mill in 2023, has turned its eye to tourism.

For what’s a one-street town, Nannup manages to pack a lot in. Along its heritage streetscape you’ll find cafes and local watering holes, including Nannup Brewing Company with its scenic outdoor terrace, and the historic Nannup Hotel (1899), everything a country pub should be. The Nannup Clock Tower (which sadly no longer has a clock, long story...) remains an attraction for its fantastic gift shop, art gallery and cafe.

And if you think things are pretty relaxed, wait until March when Nannup Music Festival packs out the town for a fantastic weekend of folk music.


Blues, Beer & Jigsaws

History and culture in Bridgetown

The grandest town in the region is historical Bridgetown (population 3168), which is characterised by its pretty streetscape of 19th-century heritage buildings that sprang up during the gold rush.

In no less than 500m you’ll find three historical pubs – Bridgetown Hotel, the Freemasons and Scotts Tavern – all of which feature as venues as part of the annual Blues at Bridgetown Festival in November, a destination-defining event that lures in music lovers far and wide.

In winter, during its Fridgetown Festival, a reference to its reputation as being one of WA’s coldest towns, the town comes alive again for a winter-long fun-filled calendar of events.

One of the most interesting sights in town is, of all things, the Jigsaw Puzzle Museum. It has a fascinating range of items, including giant wall-size puzzles, interactive features and unusual 3-D varieties, all housed within the visitor centre.

Other stops include the Perrier Sculpture Park (perrier.com.au) with wonderful works by acclaimed artist Kim Perrier, and the old lock-up at Bridgetown Police Station Museum (1880), used right up till 1973, a museum that touches upon the treatment of Indigenous people during colonisation.

Forest Bathing Around Manjimup

Karri and jarrah country

The area around Manjimup has some wonderful natural attractions. Just northeast of town is the 600m-return bush walk to see the 500-year-old King Jarrah that stands 47m tall, and it’s a good spot for wildflowers in spring. En route you’ll pass Queejup’s Birth Tree, a section of the tree beneath which the legendary Noongar stockman was born, cut down for road works along Balbaraup Road and transported here. Queejup was refused treatment at Busselton hospital for pneumonia, the ultimate cause of his death. Here you’ll also read about Noongar culture during the colonial period.

Located 9km south from Manjimup is the Diamond Tree Lookout, a 52m tall karri tree that was one of eight trees in the area used as a fire-watch lookout during the 1930s.

Heading west, 22km from Manjimup is a remnant of One Tree Bridge, a karri log that timber workers felled back in the day to cross the 25m Donnelly River. It’s just beneath the main bridge today that replaced it and sits alongside a suspension bridge used by riders and walkers on the Munda Biddi Trail and Bibbulmum Track. If the sun’s out, bring along your bathers for a dip in Glenoran Pool, one of the southern forest’s many popular waterholes for wild swimming. Also nearby is the Four Aces row of four giant karri trees that rise 75m and are up to 400 years old.


TOP FIVE SOUTHERN FORESTS FESTIVALS

There are times in the south when every day feels like a festival. These five festivals take things to the next level.

Nannup Music Festival

Held over the March Labour Day long weekend with local and international talent.

Blues at Bridgetown Festival

Come November, this sleepy town does blues and roots music.

Truffle Kerfuffle

Bucket-list festival for foodies and celebration of the world-famous, black Périgord truffle.

CinéfestOZ

Held across the southwest to promote local and Indigenous filmmakers.

Busselton Jetty Swim

This 3.6km open-water swim held in February attracts 4000 competitors of all ages.



Eating & Drinking in Bridgetown: Our Picks

Cidery: One reason to visit Bridgetown is the natural ciders and craft beers by Blackwood Valley Brewing Company. 11am-4pm Mon-Thu

FATS: Standing for Food, Art, Toys, Santa, does a roaring trade in bagels and coffee, sharing space with a toy store and Christmas shop. 9am-4pm Wed-Sun $

Barking Cow: This popular cafe does well-made coffees, brekky rolls and Angus beef burgers. 8am-2pm $

Bridgetown Hotel: Superb 1920s pub with 16 beers on tap including its own Full Circle Brewing Company. 11.30am-2.30pm & 5.30-8pm $$

Paddling & Cycling in Pemberton

Outdoor adventure through the Southern Forest

The highlight for many of their journey through the Southern Forest region is the relaxed township of Pemberton (population 5198) where you’ll breathe in the super-clean air of the surrounding magnificent old-growth forests of karri, jarrah and marri.

On its outskirts is the Gloucester Tree, a 58m-tall karri that’s an historic fire-viewing platform. Daring visitors can climb to its top via the pegged spikes that wind you up to its viewpoint. Not for the faint-hearted!

World-class Pemberton Mountain Bike Park has 43 trails that zip you through karri forest; Pemberton Pedals and Paddles hires out mountain bikes from the general store.

A more leisurely way to explore the forests than racing through on two wheels is the iconic Pemberton Tramway, a scenic journey that follows the historical tram tracks built for the timber industry in the 1920s.

The Pemberton Pool is a quintessential local stop, a natural lap pool and wider swimming area established in the 1920s that’s set to a lovely forested backdrop.
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DIAMONDS IN THE DIRT

Though most associate truffles with three-star Michelin restaurants of northern Italy, France and Spain, Australia is in fact the world’s fourth-biggest producer of black truffles. While Tasmania can lay claim to having Australia’s first truffle farm, today WA is the main grower with 92% of truffles coming from the southwest – from Margaret River to Denmark. But here in Manjimup you’ll find the biggest producers of black Périgord truffles in the Southern Hemisphere, including Australian Truffle Traders, Truffle Hill and Millgrove Truffles, that come winter all offer truffle hunts led by truffle-sniffin’ pooches. In June the town has the Truffle Kerfuffle festival (trufflekerfuffle.com.au), and outside of season Hound & Hunter and Tall Timbers have shops selling truffle products.



Eating & Drinking in Pemberton: Our Picks

Georgy Scott’s: A showcase of everything local, seasonal, smoked and wood-fired. 5.30-10pm Thu-Sat $$

Wild at Heart: Go-to cafe for creative, housemade breakfasts and lunches from Angus beef sausage rolls to cakes. 8am-3pm Mon-Sat, to 2pm Sun $$

Treehouse Tapas & Wine: Cosy tapas bar offering Pemberton wines matched superbly with enticing tapas. 5-10pm Thu & Fri, from 4pm Sat & Sun $$

Jaspers: This intimate whisk bar does a menu of regional produce from garlic-and-butter marron to truffle-infused dishes. 5-9.30pm Tue-Sat $$$




Albany & Around

TREETOP WALK | BEACHES | WINERIES
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Welcome to Albany (population 40,115), WA’s oldest town, and a port city settled by the British in 1826 as a military outpost to thwart the perceived threat of French claims to the region. It was formerly known as Kinjarling, a name still in use by the Indigenous Menang Noongar people, and recently the City of Albany officially reclaimed it, and dual naming can be seen throughout the city.

With its whaling heritage, historical sights and sea-shanty singing locals, it remains a proud, working-class port town. Here you’ll find some of the state’s best museums covering its storied past, all mixed in with an urban culture of street art trails and surf museums to go with city beaches and superb coastal attractions.

Not far away is an enticing region of natural attractions that takes in sublime forest and stunning beaches, among wineries and outdoor adventure. Stirling Range and Porongurup National Parks are also nearby.


GETTING AROUND

Daily flights here from Perth make this the gateway town to the Great Southern region, and car hire awaits for those wanting to explore. Cycling is big and Albany Bicycle Hire can arrange e-bikes for those tackling the Munda Biddi Trail. Many of the sights within the city area are reachable by foot, but beyond that, without a car you’ll need a taxi or local bus; see pta.wa.gov.au/our-services/transregional for schedules. Local operators offering transport include Naturally Walpole and Blue Wren.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museum of the Great Southern

2 National Anzac Centre

3 Valley of the Giants

SIGHTS

4 Albany Heritage Park

5 Conspicuous Cliffs

6 Denmark Heritage Cider Co

7 Greens Pool

8 Kaatboonup

9 Kurrah Mia

10 Mazzoletti Beach

11 Misery Beach

12 Two Peoples Bay

see 7 William Bay National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

13 Albany Getaway Camping

14 Albany Ocean Adventures

see 14 Albany Whale Tours

15 Granite Skywalk

16 Kalgan Queen

17 Naturally Walpole Tours

18 Southcoast Diving Supplies

SLEEPING

19 Blue Wren Travellers’ Rest YHA

EATING

see 19 Denmark Hotel

20 Emu Point Cafe

21 Ironwood Estate Wines

22 Majuba

23 Ocean & Paddock

see 19 Ravens Coffee

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 19 Bar Tarifa

24 Boston Brewery

25 Castle Rock Estate

26 Dam at Raintree

27 Denmark Tavern

28 Duke’s Vineyard

29 Lake House Denmark

30 Liberté

31 Rockcliffe Winery

INFORMATION

32 Albany Visitor Centre

see 19 Denmark Visitor Centre

see 17 Walpole Visitor Centre

TRANSPORT

33 Albany Bicycle Hire
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Albany Visitor Centre offers downloadable themed itineraries, including a ‘Public Art Trail’ and interactive ‘Landmarks & Laneways’. Both Denmark (denmark.com.au) and Walpole (walpole.com.au) have useful visitor centres.



Journey into Albany’s Past

Anzacs and other historical exhibits

It was here in these waters that in 1914 Australia’s first deployment of soldiers embarked on their perilous journey to the battlefields of WWI. Commemorating this history and part of the 250-hectare Albany Heritage Park is one of Australia’s best museums, the National Anzac Centre.

Albany’s Museum of the Great Southern, one of the best museums outside of Perth, offers great coverage of Indigenous Mingang Noongar culture, marine life, wartime history and Albany’s evolution as a port city.

Outside the visitor centre there’s a statue of Mokare, a well-respected Minang man, and one of the few First Nations statues you’ll see in Australia. Noongar-run Kurrah Mia operates a gallery and cultural tours by Minang guides. Some 15km northeast of town are the fish traps at Kaatboonup; they’re best viewed at low tide from the boardwalk.

Albany’s Wild Natural Playground

Visiting Torndirrup National Park

Not far from Albany, Torndirrup National Park includes stunning coastal attractions of the Gap, a walkway leading over a dramatic clifftop with a sheer drop into the frothing Southern Ocean, and Bald Head, a 12.5km coastal trail delivering extraordinary vistas.

Misery Beach is much nicer than it sounds (or these days, anyway), and was named Australia’s best beach in 2022 by Tourism Australia. It’s come a long way from the whaling days when washed-up offal stunk it out while staining its white sands red.

On the other side of Albany, Two Peoples Bay’s Little Beach is another treasure worth a look.
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Valley of the Giants Treetop Canopy Walk

Climbing into the treetops

Walk into the treetops at Valley of the Giants, with its superb 600m suspension walk that leads you 40m up through the canopy of its old-growth forest.

You may have already been wowed by the other giants of the forest – karri, marri and jarrah – but here it’s all about the red tingle. This eucalyptus species endemic to the Walpole region can grow 75m tall and live for over 400 years. They are unique for their buttressed bases that can span 25m wide and are known as a particularly fire-resistant tree.

The Valley of the Giants is divided into two sections: the ticketed treetop walk and the Ancient Empire Walk, a ground-level nature trail (free admission).


WILDLIFE OF THE SOUTHWEST

Though it’s the southwest’s stunning flora that makes up a big part of the region’s status as a world biodiversity hot spot, beyond the orchids and giant trees, don’t forget its other wildlife. For marsupials, western grey kangaroo, brush-tailed and ring-tail possums are common, while black-gloved wallaby, quenda (southern brown bandicoot), chuditch (western quoll), quokka and honey possum are also residents to keep an eye out for. Emus always make for popular sightings, but there’s some 16 endemic bird species in the region including red-tailed black cockatoo, Carnaby’s black cockatoo, western rosella and red-winged fairy-wren. Reptiles include legless lizards, shinglebacks, southwestern snake-necked turtles and southern heath monitors. Stay well away from tiger snakes.



Find Your Favourite Beach

Coastal wonders from Denmark to Walpole

Around 20km east of Denmark you’ll find a string of sublime beaches within William Bay National Park, including the stunning Greens Pool, very popular for its exquisite green-tinged turquoise waters and fine white sands enclosed by granite rocks. Heading west you’ll find more long isolated stretches of surf beaches, including the 7km Mazzoletti Beach and Conspicuous Cliffs – worth a look for passing whales.

Explore Stirling Range National Park

Hike this ruggedly beautiful park

Located 80km north of Albany, this 1156-sq-km national park is one of WA’s premier hiking destinations. From late August to November you’ll be treated to its stunning array of native blooms (over 1500 species of flora live here).

Its signature trail is Bluff Knoll (1095m, 6km return, three to four hours), the park’s highest mountain, which rewards with astounding summit views. Other peaks include Toolbrunup (1052m, 4km return), Mt Hassell (848m, 3km return), Talyuberlup (783m, 2.6km return), Mt Trio (856m, 3.5km return) and Mt Magog (856m, 7km return). The two-day trek from Bluff Knoll to Ellen Peak (28.8km, three days) will entice more serious, well-prepared hikers.


BEST WAYS TO GET ON THE WATER

Albany Whale Tours

Runs winter trips to see humpbacks and southern right whales.

Albany Ocean Adventures

Almost identical to Albany Whale Tours in what it offers; check timetables to see which one suits.

Kalgan Queen

Offers four-hour cruises along the Kalgan River in a glass-bottomed boat.

Southcoast Diving Supplies

Dive shop offering lessons, equipment and tours to explore the HMAS Perth II, a former Navy ship scuttled in 2001.

Albany Getaway Camping

Hires out canoes and kayaks; see ‘10 great paddles’ itineraries on Albany’s visitor centre website.



Eating & Drinking in Albany: Our Picks

Emu Point Cafe: Beachside institution serving contemporary breakfasts, lunches and Albany’s best coffee. 7am-4pm Tue-Sat, to 2pm Sun $

Ocean & Paddock: It ain’t a proper seaside holiday without fish and chips, and these guys do some of WA’s best. 11am-8pm Tue-Sun $

Liberté: Inside a heritage hotel, this wonderful option does French-Vietnamese shared dishes. 12.30-3.30pm & 5.30-8.30pm Tue-Sat $$

Majuba: Menu of exquisite modern European drawing on regional produce and seafood. 5-10pm Tue, noon-2pm & 5-10pm Wed-Sat $$$

Hiking & Wine in Porungurup National Park

Vineyards and wilderness

Only 40km north of Albany, the Porongurup National Park is a 24-sq-km tract of wilderness within easy reach of the city.

Most hikers are here for the memorable Granite Skywalk (4km return, two hours) that leads up to Castle Rock. Starting through karri, jarrah and marri forest, you’ll reach the impressive Balancing Rock from where there’s a scramble over granite using handrails for the 7m-high enclosed-ladder climb to the top. Awaiting as a reward is its glass-panelled walkway that loops around Castle Rock and takes in far-reaching views over the coast and Stirling Range.

Surrounding the national park are Porongurup’s wineries (greatsouthernwine.org.au/porongurup), a region known for its riesling, pinot noir and chardonnay; highlights include Ironwood Estate, Duke’s Vineyard and Castle Rock Estate.
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Mt Barker’s Wine Region

Under the wine radar

Around 50km north of Albany, lovely Mt Barker (population 2855) lies en route to Porongurup and Stirling Range National Parks. Apart from a few late-19th-century buildings and one of the tallest freestanding towers in the Southern Hemisphere, its wine region produces 37% of WA’s grapes used for its wine industry. Mt Barker has a dozen or so cellar doors to sample cool-climate varietals, of which its riesling, chardonnay and pinot noir are standouts.


WINES, BEERS & CIDERS

Dam at Raintree

As well as quality wines, Raintree produces gins, beers, even a perfumery all using hemp grown on-site. It also grows Périgord truffles and have a dam filled with marron to enjoy at its architecturally designed restaurant.

Lake House

Scenic winery set among bushland overlooking a pretty lake to enjoy award-winning chardonnay and delicious food.

Rockcliffe

One of several of Denmark’s five-star James Halliday wineries to indulge in a day of tasting and fine food.

Boston Brewery

Superb craft ales brewed on-site to enjoy outdoors among the vines.

Denmark Heritage

Natural ciders made in authentic French and English styles, fermented with wild yeasts.



Eating & Drinking in Denmark: Our Picks

Ravens Coffee: Contemporary cafe with well-made coffees, creative breakfasts and lunches. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, to 3pm Sat & Sun $

Denmark Hotel: Under new management from 2024, including owners ex-NBA star Luc Longley and his celebrity-chef wife. One to look out for!

Bar Tarifa: Boisterous Spanish-owned wine bar with atmospheric front bar and rooftop deck for tapas and vino. 5-10pm Tue-Sun $$

Denmark Tavern: Local favourite and unpretentious pub with a great beer garden, craft beers and classic pub food. noon-11pm




Fitzgerald Biosphere Coast & Around

WHALES | BEACHES | WALKS
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It’s a long drive between the South Coast’s major towns of Albany and Esperance, so fortunately the area of Fitzgerald River National Park is positioned perfectly to slot in halfway. As WA’s only biosphere reserve, it’s much more than a convenient stopover, but is very much a destination in itself.

This is the best place in Australia to see orcas (killer whales), and here they’re regularly spotted offshore in Bremer Bay during the summer months, bringing the crowds with them. The bay joins on to Fitzgerald River National Park, the central part of the biosphere area that’s home to some 2000 species of flora, 75% of which are endemic. The park is divided into two distinct sections: the western part accessed from Bremer Bay, and the eastern part from the coastal holiday town of Hopetoun, both offering great camping and beaches.
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Fitzgerald River National Park | ISABELLE FABRE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

This is a region you’ll need a car to reach, with all access points – Bremer Bay, Jerramungup and Hopetoun – located off the main highway, from where it’s around a half- to one-hour drive south. Buses do run past the turnoffs, but only get you halfway to where you’re going. Fitzgerald River National Park has a network of dirt roads leading to its walking trails but a lot of the park is inaccessible during the winter months following heavy rainfall. To see orcas you’ll need to organise a tour with a whale-watching operator.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Lucky Bay

SIGHTS

2 Cape Arid National Park

3 Cape Le Grand National Park

4 Fitzgerald River National Park

see 1 Hellfire Bay

5 Le Grand Beach

6 Rossiter Bay

see 1 Thistle Cove

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Bremer Canyon Killer Whale Expeditions

EATING

8 Simon’s Market Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 8 Port Hotel




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you’re here to see orcas, book accommodation in Bremer Bay well in advance. If you have your heart set on seeing whales in winter from Point Ann, call in advance to check the roads are passable.




Whale Watching in Bremer Bay

Orcas in summer, southern rights in winter

When it comes to whale watching, normally it’s winter you see these giants pass through these southern waters, but Bremer Bay bucks the trend. Not only does it get visitors in the summer, but here it’s all about orcas (aka killer whales), where you’ll find one of the largest congregations of this iconic species in the Southern Hemisphere.

It’s the only place in Australia you can regularly spot orcas offshore. From December to April you can travel out to see them on a boat tour, with recommended operators including Naturaliste Charters and Bremer Canyon Killer Whale Expeditions, where they say you’ll have a 96% chance of seeing them.

Though the orcas steal the limelight, from May to August Point Ann is also one of Australia’s whale hot spots, serving as a nursery for southern right whales when they come to calve.


Untamed Beauty in Fitzgerald River National Park

Wildflowers and coastal wilderness

Set over 3300 sq km of pristine, protected wilderness, Fitzgerald River National Park sits at the centre of this UNESCO Biosphere Reserve. It’s one of the world’s most significant flora areas: home to some 2500 species of plants (20% of WA’s flora species and 135 endemic to the region), half of WA’s orchid species (75 of which are endemic), along with 29 mammal species and 209 bird species. Needless to say, it’s a highly sought-after destination among nature lovers, particularly with its vast network of bushwalking trails, beautiful white-powder beaches, and coastal drives and lookouts. For downloadable maps and brochures visit WA’s Parks and Wildlife website.

On the eastern side, the fully sealed southern section of Hamersley Dr runs through the park from Hopetoun to some of its nicest beaches (Four Miles, Barrens, Mylies and West) and Cave Point lookout.

The western side of the park is home to Point Ann (for winter whale watching) and wonderful hikes, including the Point Ann Heritage Trail, West Mount Barren and long-distance Mamang Trail.

Hanging Out in Hopetoun

Relaxed beach town

Even if there wasn’t the national park on its doorstep, the township of Hopetoun is worth a visit. Not only can you easily make day trips into its wilderness area, but the town’s beaches feature soft white sands and aquamarine waters.

The town has a well-run tourist information office, local pub Port Hotel (1907) and Simon’s Market Cafe for all-day coastal fare. Head 47km further east to Starvation Bay, where you’ll find the 1833km-long No. 1 Rabbit-Proof Fence, which travels from Eighty Mile Beach to its endpoint here.


BREMER CANYON

Located 70km offshore from Bremer Bay is this 5000m deep ocean canyon that only became the site of an annual feeding frenzy for orcas in recent years. In what’s believed to be an underwater hydrocarbon gas leak, these nutrient-rich waters attract marine life in large numbers, of which the orca sits at the top of the food chain as the apex predator. Here among these fertile waters plankton, sunfish, bluefish tuna, giant squid (reaching sizes of up to 12m) and beaked whales are all on the menu for what is an all-you-can-eat buffet for orcas. This combination of factors makes this one of the best places in the world to see orcas.



Natural Wonders of Cape Le Grand National Park

Sublime beaches and walking trails

As the road winds you in towards Lucky Bay, the moment you get that first glimpse of its luminous sapphire waters you’ll know something special awaits. Once you land on its immaculate white sands, you’ll be left in no doubt as to why this was listed number one in The World’s 50 Best Beaches, 2023. And if Lucky Bay lives up to its name, you’ll see kangaroos here on its sands for what could be the best photo you’ll take this trip.

Lucky Bay makes up part of Cape Le Grand National Park, where you’ll find similarly stunning beaches at Hellfire Bay and Thistle Cove along with Le Grand Beach and Rossiter Bay (4WD access only). All are interconnected along Le Grand Coastal Hiking Trail (15km, one-way), which meanders through wildlflower-filled heathland and beaches. The hike up to Frenchman Peak (262m) is another popular walk; allow three hours (return) for this 3km climb.

For more secluded beaches, push on to Cape Arid National Park, a further 100km east, to reach its blonde platinum sands overlooking the Great Australian Bight.
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Lucky Bay, Cape Le Grand National Park | TRAVEL TELLY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE PIRATE OF ESPERANCE

Esperance’s Wudjari name, Kepa Kurl (Water Boomerang), refers to the shape of the bay. Archaeological finds on Middle Island suggest that it was occupied before the last Ice Age, when it was still part of the mainland. Esperance received its current name in 1792 when the Recherche and Espérance sailed through the archipelago and into the bay to shelter from a storm. In the 1820s and 1830s the Recherche Archipelago was home to Black Jack Anderson – Australia’s only pirate. From his base on Middle Island he raided ships, killed Aboriginal men and abducted their wives. He was eventually murdered in his sleep by one of his own men.






Kalgoorlie-Boulder & Around

HERITAGE STREETS | GOLDFIELD HISTORY | OUTBACK ATMOSPHERE
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When it comes to Aussie outback towns, names don’t come much more iconic than Kalgoorlie. Emerging from vast dusty ochre landscapes is this thriving goldfields town (population 29,306), WA’s fifth-largest, that remains as vital today as when they first struck gold here back in the 1890s.

Located 393km north of Esperance, it may seem a long distance, but out this way that’s your closest neighbour, and at the halfway mark you can stretch your legs at Norseman, the official start/end point of the Nullarbor Plain that stretches 1100km through to Cedua in South Australia.

Kalgoorlie-Boulder comprises the conjoined townships of Kalgoorlie and Boulder, each with its historical town centre, but they’re very much part of the same town today. With grandiose historical hotels and fascinating museums intertwined among cosmopolitan dining in what’s very much a rough mining town, it makes for a captivating destination.


GETTING AROUND

Given this is a major mining town where many workers are of the fly-in-fly-out (FIFO) variety, Kalgoorlie is better connected by flights from Perth than most other regional WA towns. Otherwise it’s a 597km drive (six hours) from Perth, 393km to Esperance (four hours) and 187km to Norseman (two hours). There’s also a bus and train from Perth. Car is by far the best way of getting around town but otherwise you can hire bikes from the visitor centre.
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Pack your golf clubs and some golf balls. The road across the Nullarbor is home to Nullarbor Links, the world’s longest golf course that spans a whopping 1365km. An 18-hole par 72 golf course, there’s a hole in each participating town. Clubs, but not balls, are sometimes provided.



Strike It Rich in Kalgoorlie

Mining museums and panning for gold

Little has changed here in Kalgoorlie over the past 100 years, with its grand 19th-century streetscape lined with heritage buildings.

The Museum of the Goldfields takes you back to where it all began, when gold was first discovered here in 1893. Fronted by the Ivanhoe-mine head frame, it’s a treasure-filled stop with giant nuggets and gold bars displayed in its underground vault. Further north, Hannans North Tourist Mine is one of Kalgoorlie’s first registered mines that sheds further light on the subject. As well as learning about all the hardships of life on the mines, kids of all ages will want to clamber up to colossal 793C haul trucks, in between panning for Kalgoorlie gold or trying their hand at iconic Australian gambling game, two-up, which involves betting on how two coins fall.


See Colossal Katter Kich

WA’s famous Wave Rock

One of WA’s most spectacular natural wonders, this wave-shaped rock 360km southwest of Kalgoorlie is known as Katter Kich (Wave Rock). Streaked with colours created by run-off from local mineral springs, this crested granite wave stands at an impressive 15m high and 110m long. The acoustic effects are impressive, with sounds travelling its length.

The entrance fee, which you pay at the caravan park, includes a visit to the fantastic Hippo’s Yawn, 1km east of Wave Rock. This granite cave, eroded from the base of a big orange boulder, does indeed resemble the gaping jaws of a yawning hippo.

For an additional entrance fee you can also visit its chameleon-like Lake Magic, which, depending on the time, changes hues from striking green, yellow and orange; very popular among the Instagram set.

The other big attraction is Mulka’s Cave. A further 18km north of Katter Kich, this is an immensely important cultural site for Nyaki-Nyaki people and one of WA’s most significant rock art sites. Noongar guide Michael Ward runs highly recommended Katter Kich Tours.


KALGOORLIE TOURS

Visitor Centre

In addition to audio tours, both visitor centres can organise guided tours covering anything from street art to tram tours.

Goldrush Tours

Journey up to Menzies to visit Lake Ballard’s desolate sculptures led by a local who knows the goldfields like the back of her hand.

Goldfields Honey Ant Tours

Book well in advance for these intriguing half-day tours to forage for bush tucker, including the eponymous honey ants.

Kalgoorlie Tours & Charters

Insightful tours to the Super Pit as well as the town to take in Kalgoorlie’s rich history.

Bush Ghoodhu Wongutha Tours

Fantastic Indigenous tours: learn about Wongutha culture.






Geraldton & the Kalbarri Coast

HISTORICAL SITES | BEAUTIFUL GORGES | GREAT HIKING
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Tucked away from the world and its noise, Kalbarri National Park is a real outback special. Best of all, it’s accessible without a major expedition and dramatic in the spectacular gorges that cut a deep path through the park. Perfect for those looking to hike and almost as good for those who just want to drive from one lookout to the next, Kalbarri should not be missed.

Away to the south, Geraldton has considerable waterside charm. This appealing provincial coastal town has a strong sense of history – from First Nations stories to the first Dutch ships that sailed this way in the 17th century and one of Australia’s worst maritime disasters during WWII.

Between Kalbarri and Geraldton there is kilometre upon kilometre of white-sand beaches. Never crowded, these fine arcs of sand are the essence of the region’s appeal, with the Indian Ocean on one side and the outback on the other.
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Nature’s Window | IWBROOKS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

You can fly into Geraldton from Perth with Qantas, but, unless you’re on a tour, thereafter you’ll need your own vehicle. Only occasional buses run between Geraldton and Kalbarri, but there’s no public transport into the national park. It’s 156km from Geraldton to Kalbarri via the coast road (or 169km via the quicker, less scenic inland route), although you’ll travel double that once you factor in the trails within the park. If you’re only staying in the Geraldton-Kalbarri area, you’ll be fine with a 2WD vehicle – all roads within Kalbarri National Park are sealed.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 HMAS Sydney II Memorial

2 Western Australian Museum – Geraldton

SIGHTS

3 Hawks Head

4 Kalbarri Skywalk

5 Meanarra Hill

6 Nature’s Window

7 Point Moore Lighthouse

8 Ross Graham Lookout

9 Z-Bend Lookout

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Big River Ranch

11 Kalbarri Abseil

12 Kalbarri Wilderness Cruises

13 Reefwalker Adventure Tours

SLEEPING

14 Gecko Lodge

EATING

15 Beached Barrel

16 Burnt Barrel

17 Finlay’s Kalbarri

18 Wild Ocean

SHOPPING

19 Yamaji Art





First Nations & Maritime Geraldton

Tragic tales and First Nations culture

In the heart of town, Yamaji Art is an Aboriginal-owned art gallery where you can discover paintings, sculptures and craftwork from the local Wajarri, Noongar, Badimaya and Wilunyu peoples. Stop by the tourist office and pick up a map for the self-guided Yamaji Drive Trail, which covers 14 Indigenous sites around town.

Next, head out to candy-bright Point Moore Lighthouse and imagine what it must have been like for the Indigenous inhabitants of the area who stood on this point back in the 17th century as the ships that brought the first Europeans to Australia passed by just out to sea.

Back in town, the excellent Western Australian Museum has multimedia displays that tell stories beginning with ancient First Nations history. Then move on to the Shipwreck Gallery, which brings to life the horror story of the Batavia (1616). Finally, climb the hill overlooking town to the soulful HMAS Sydney II Memorial. It tells the wartime tale of the 1941 sinking of the vessel that killed 645 men.

Look Down into Murchison Gorge

Gorge lookouts and coastal views

Begin with Meanarra Hill, signposted off the Kalbarri-Carnarvon road east of Kalbarri. A 2km road climbs the hill, from where a wheelchair-accessible walking trail continues the final few hundred metres from the summit. From the top, a sweeping view takes in the Murchison River estuary, Kalbarri and the coastline stretching away to the south.

Next stop, arguably Western Australia’s most celebrated lookout, is the Kalbarri Skywalk. Completed in 2020, this daringly designed pair of viewpoints hang out over the gorge. The Skywalk is wheelchair accessible. A few kilometres away, a 500m (one-way) trail leads down some stairs and along a ridge to Nature’s Window, a natural opening in the deeply textured red rock; the last 70m involve a little clambering, but there are plenty of natural ledges and steps in the rock.

Around 10km away, the Z-Bend Lookout is another special spot with more intimate views of the inner reaches of the gorge; near the end, the fab 2.6km-return River Trail takes you steeply down to the base of the cliffs.

Out in the far east of the park, Hawks Head promises more stunning views, while Ross Graham Lookout leads down to the river.
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THE BATAVIA & AUSTRALIA’S FIRST EUROPEANS

The story of the Dutch ship Batavia is one of the more infamous in maritime history. After the ship sank off the Houtman Abrolhos Islands in 1629, the captain, Francisco Pelsaert, sailed off to find a rescue vessel. While he was away, crewmen raped and murdered the men, women and children who had been on the ship. When Pelsaert returned, he executed the murderers. Only two youths survived, Wouter Loos and Jan Pelgrom, exiled to a local beach, where they lived out their lives with local Indigenous people. A plaque marks the spot where they came ashore where Wittegarra Creek (which is often dry) empties into the ocean. It’s at Red Bluff, just south of Kalbarri.



Hike the Loop Trail

Kalbarri’s best hike

There are lots of brief forays from Kalbarri National Park’s car parks to the lookouts or down to the river at the bottom of the gorge. But one trail stands out above the rest: the Loop Trail.

This Class 4, 9km trail follows a long oxbow loop, shadowing the route carved through the gorge by the Murchison River over millennia. It begins at Nature’s Window, which is itself 500m down a trail from the Nature’s Window car park. For most of the first half, you walk along the clifftop, high above the river: you’ll stop often for glorious views. It’s a rocky trail and those with no head for heights should think twice about setting out. Around halfway through, the trail descends sharply to the sandy riverbank, before climbing back up to the clifftops near the end. It’s a stunning walk, but you’ll need a reasonable level of fitness, good hiking boots and plenty of water (there’s little shade). Expect the hike to take three to five hours.


KALBARRI’S BEST TOURS

Kalbarri Abseil

Abseil into Kalbarri National Park’s spectacular Z-Bend Gorge, swim in the Murchison River and visit Nature’s Window on this half-day tour.

Kalbarri Adventure Tours

Canoe, hike and swim your way around the national park with wildflower tours in season.

Big River Ranch

Ride through the beautiful Murchison River floodplain at sunset.

Kalbarri Wilderness Cruises

Go looking for wildlife on a 2½-hour cruise along the Murchison River at sunset or dawn.

Reefwalker Adventure Tours

See migrating humpbacks on 2½-hour whale-watching cruises from June to November.



Eating & Drinking on the Kalbarri Coast: Our Picks

Wild Ocean: Expert Jakarta street food served from a food van opposite Kalbarri’s main wharf. 5-7pm Fri-Sun $

Beached Barrel: They serve doughnut burgers from this beachfront shack in Geraldton. 7.30am-3pm Tue-Sun $

Burnt Barrel: Texas-style smoked meats and craft beers at this ‘Outback brewBQ’ in the Chapman Valley. 11am-4pm Fri-Sun, 6-9pm Fri & Sat $$

Finlay’s: A few blocks back from the beach at Kalbarri, this place has fab craft beers with a fun terrace to sample them on. noon-10pm




Shark Bay & Monkey Mia

PRISTINE WATERS | WILDLIFE | WATER ACTIVITIES
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Don’t tell anyone, but the Shark Bay World Heritage Area is one of our favourite places anywhere along the Western Australian coast. With only minimal development and long kilometres of pristine coastline, it’s the kind of place where you may want to disappear off the map and stay for a while. Denham, which has a population of fewer than a thousand, or Monkey Mia are stunning bases for relaxing and for launching any number of world-class excursions: kayaking the sheltered waters of Shark Bay, looking for wildlife on Dirk Hartog Island, or exploring the remote trails of Francois Peron National Park.

The drive to get here is a stunner, a detour off the main coastal highway. Following the contours of a narrow peninsula, the road unfurls amid dazzling white salt lakes and green coastal vegetation with an ocean of the deepest blue on two sides. Something special does indeed lie up ahead.


GETTING AROUND

Rex Regional Express flies into Monkey Mia airport (which is actually between Denham and Monkey Mia) en route between Perth and Carnarvon. Integrity Bus Lines offers a service from Perth to the Overlander Roadhouse, from where you take a shuttle to Denham; book ahead through Integrity. However you get here, you’ll need your own wheels to get around. If you have an inclination to explore Francois Peron National Park, make that vehicle a 4WD.
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SIGHTS

1 Bottle Bay

2 Cape Peron

see 1 Cattle Well

see 2 Skipjack Point Lookout

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 Naturetime Tours

see 2 Wanamalu Trail

4 Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures

SLEEPING

5 Dirk Hartog Island Eco Lodge

6 Hamelin Outback Station Stay

see 4 Monkey Mia Dolphin Resort

EATING

see 4 Boughshed

see 3 Denham Waterfront Hotel

7 Oceans Restaurant

see 3 Old Pearler Restaurant
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Everyone comes to Monkey Mia to feed the wild Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins, but think carefully about whether to participate. Many conservationists believe that feeding wild animals can make them dependent on humans.



Kayaking Shark Bay

Get out on the water

The Shark Bay World Heritage Area is the traditional land of the Nhanda and Malgana peoples. Local First Nations man Darren ‘Capes’ Capewell, head of Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures, runs kayaking tours along the remote coastlines of Shark Bay, including the magnificent beaches and red cliffs of Francois Peron National Park. The experience with Capes is a mix of history, storytelling and pure fun – you’ll go looking for bush tucker on land and learn about traditional culture as you pass some of the loveliest (and emptiest) stretches of coastline in Australia.


Touring Francois Peron National Park

Hike, swim and 4WD

Some of Western Australia’s loveliest and most deserted stretches of sand wrap around the Peron Peninsula (known to the local Malgana people as Wulyibidi). Bottle Bay and Cattle Well are simply gorgeous. But the most special experience of all awaits at Cape Peron, a glorious sweep of sand backed by red cliffs; watch for the bottlenose dolphins made famous by National Geographic in 2013 for driving their prey into the shallows.

From Cape Peron, the fabulous Wanamalu Trail (3.6km return) follows the clifftop south along the peninsula to Skipjack Point. Here you might see dugongs, eagle rays, cownose rays, manta rays, stingrays, dolphins and even whales.

Indigenous-run Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures or Naturetime Tours both run day-long tours.

Eating Around Shark Bay: Our Picks

Denham Waterfront Hotel: Take up a perch on the elevated outdoor terrace, order a bucket of prawns and watch the sunset. 8am-9pm $$

Old Pearler: Built from shell bricks, this atmospheric place does a fabulous seafood platter; bookings essential. 5.30-10pm Mon-Sat $$

Oceans Restaurant: Overlooking the ocean at Ocean Park, this places does good breakfasts, fresh seafood and craft beer. 9am-5pm $$

Boughshed: Over at Monkey Mia, stylish, popular Boughshed serves bistro-style food with seafood at every turn. 7am-9pm $$




A World Heritage Drive
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From the Overlander Roadhouse to Monkey Mia, a most spectacular landscape unfolds, with a world of difference between where you begin and where you end up.

Start in the almost desert surrounds of the 1 Overlander Roadhouse, on the main coastal highway. Very little traffic accompanies you as you head west and then detour to 2 Hamelin Pool. Here you’ll find the stromatolites which are almost identical to organisms that existed 3.5 billion years ago; this is one of few places on earth where they survive. The boardwalks were destroyed in a cyclone in 2021, so until repairs are completed, you’ll have to look with binoculars from the beach. Stop by the 3 Hamelin Pool Caravan Park, with its Telegraph Station (1884) and buildings built entirely from shells.

Return to the main road, and enjoy increasing glimpses of Shark Bay and its azure waters. Pull into stunning 4 Shell Beach, where tiny cockle shells, densely compacted over time, were once quarried as building material. Of all the lookouts, don’t miss the turnoff to 5 Eagle Bluff, where the clifftop-boardwalk views are astonishing: look for loggerhead turtles, manta rays, sharks and even dugongs in the transparent waters down below.

As you approach Denham, the views get better and better from the road. Pull into 6 Ocean Park, an aquarium where you can interact with sharks, turtles and stingrays. Next stop’s 7 Denham, a small town devoid of hype and with a lovely little waterfront promenade. The road from Denham passes 8 Little Lagoon, a gorgeous circular lake separated from the ocean by mangroves. After passing the turnoff to Francois Peron National Park, the road ends at 9 Monkey Mia.






Beyond Shark Bay & Monkey Mia
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Escape the crowds along the wild coast north of Carnarvon, or head inland to a rock that’s bigger than Uluru.


Shark Bay and Monkey Mia might get all the attention in these parts, and deservedly so. But if you’ve two or three more days up your sleeve, there’s so much to see. Using the provincial town of Carnarvon as a starting point, you could head north along the Quobba Coast, with its wild coastline that has incredible blowholes, great snorkelling and near-mythic surfing. If you see any other travellers out this way, they’re most likely to be locals. Also within reach of Carnarvon is soulful Burringurrah (Mt Augustus). Twice as large (715m-high, 8km-long) as Uluru and just as beautiful, this stirring site has rock art and walking trails; stay overnight for astonishing sunrise and sunset views.

Places

Carnarvon

The Quobba Coast

Burringurrah


GETTING AROUND

There’s no way to get around it: you’ll need your own set of wheels to explore beyond Shark Bay. Better still, make it a 4WD as not all roads up the Quobba Coast or out to Burringurrah are sealed. Remember that if you take a 2WD vehicle onto an unsealed track and encounter any problems, you won’t be covered by the vehicle’s insurance. Carnarvon is connected to Perth and Broome by semi-regular flights.



Carnarvon Time from Shark Bay: 3–4 HRS [image: img]

Space and Technology Museum

Carnarvon has what could be Australia’s best space museum. Built with NASA in 1966, the OTC Satellite Earth Station (or OTC Dish) relayed all communications from the Gemini and Apollo space missions to NASA headquarters in Houston. It also tracked Halley’s Comet for the European Space Agency in 1987. Thankfully, this fine space pedigree lives on with a fascinating, sometimes-interactive collection of space-related exhibits; look for the handprints from visitors like Buzz Aldrin and Australian astronaut Andy Thomas. One highlight among many is the full-size mock-up of an Apollo command module: climb inside for a virtual space experience.

Indigenous Carnarvon

The Gwoonwardu Mia (Gascoyne Aboriginal Heritage & Cultural Centre) celebrates (and tells the story of) five local First Nations language groups, the Yinggarda, Bayungu, Malgana, Thadgari and Thalanyji. There’s a small cafe, gift shop and artist studio, as well as an exhibition that tells the ancient story of this area.

Wooramulla Eco Cultural Journeys offers 4WD tag-along tours into inland national parks. But it’s best known for its 90-minute tours around Carnarvon, with Indigenous Yinggarda guides, focusing on bushfoods, and the interaction between First Nations people and the landscapes around Carnarvon.

Fruit and cacti

Carnarvon is known throughout the state as Western Australia’s fruit basket (and for its prolific fishing fleet). Ask at the visitor centre for the Gascoyne Food Trail brochure and head out to explore the area affectionately known as ‘the Fruit Loop’; it’s signposted a couple of kilometres northeast of town. Stop by Bumbak’s (famous for its preserves, chutneys and smoothies made from local ingredients), and the Cactus Farm, a roadside hobby farm turned Instagram favourite with huge cacti making you feel like you’re in New Mexico.

The Quobba Coast Time from Shark Bay: 5–6 HRS [image: img]

Quobba Blowholes

North of Carnarvon, the road to Point Quobba and beyond takes you along a wild and desolate shore. The main attraction for most are the Quobba Blowholes where surging sea sends water through sea caves, up through a series of natural chimneys, and shooting, geyser-like, high into the air. It’s quite a sight and the sound is sometimes an unnerving howl, as if the gates of hell have opened up before you. Avoid coming at high tide, when the holes are often covered by water: an incoming tide is the best time to visit.

And make sure you bring your snorkel. Adjacent to the blowholes is a picturesque sheltered lagoon known as the Aquarium: the marine life is exceptional here.

Burringurrah Time from Shark Bay: 8–10 HRS [image: img]

Explore Mt Augustus

In Wajarri Country, 469km west then northwest of Carnarvon, Mt Augustus is, like so much along this coast, an incredibly well-kept secret. Known as Burringurrah in the local Aboriginal language, it’s double the size (715m-high, 8km-long) of Uluru and sees only a tiny fraction of the number of visitors. It’s a little like visiting Uluru before it was discovered by tourists.

After the long drive to get here, via Gascoyne Junction, begin with the 49km loop drive around the rock for fantastic views. This loop drive also gives you access to walking trails and Aboriginal rock-art sites, including the superb summit trail (12km return, five to eight hours, requiring a high level of fitness). The best sunset views are from Emu Lookout.


BEST WATER TOURS BEYOND SHARK BAY

Batavia Coast Dive

Based in Geraldton, this place offers diving courses, and day trips to the Houtman Abrolhos Islands.

Eco Abrolhos

Offers live-aboard tours cruising, diving and snorkelling the islands from March to October.

Kalbarri Outback Canoeing

This fun-loving Kalbarri experience begins on the sand dunes overlooking the ocean, then snorkels out to sea.

Reefwalker Adventure Tours

Go looking for humpbacks out to sea between June and November.

KiteWest

From October to May, KiteWest offers kitesurfing, surfing and SUP lessons and yoga.



Eating in Carnarvon: Our Picks

Gascoyne Bakery Café: This fine bakery does the usual pies but also rice-paper rolls and takeaway Vietnamese salads. 7am-3pm Mon-Sat $

Old Post Office Café: Inhabiting the heritage post office, this busy place does Carnarvon’s best pizzas. 5-9.30pm Tue-Sat $

Mar e Sol Café: This cafe does breakfasts, light lunches and bistro-style meals with seafood centre stage. 8am-2pm & 5-8.30pm Wed-Sat $$

A Taste of Thai by Fon: Authentic street food adds spice to Carnarvon’s dining scene. Try the local crab or a red curry. noon-8pm Mon-Sat $$




Ningaloo Reef

DIVING & SNORKELLING | WHALE SHARKS | COASTAL SCENERY
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If Ningaloo Reef were along Australia’s more-frequented east coast, it would be one of the country’s best-known sites. The fact that it’s not is very much a part of its charm.

If people know anything about Ningaloo Reef, it’s that you can swim with whale sharks from mid-March to mid-August. And make no mistake: swimming with the world’s largest fish is a soulful experience. Best of all, you don’t have to be an experienced diver to swim or snorkel with these giants that can be up to 12m long. But at Ningaloo, whale sharks are merely the beginning. Humpback whales swim offshore for half of the year, and sea turtle sightings are also possible, to say nothing of over 220 species of hard coral and countless fish and other marine species. Yardie Creek and Turquoise Bay are simply magnificent, while the hidden gorges of Cape Range National Park rank among the region’s biggest surprises.


GETTING AROUND

You could fly into Exmouth’s Learmonth Airport and take tours from there, without any need for your own transport. There are lots of different operators in Exmouth and this is the way to go if you’d like everything organised for you. Many travellers like the freedom of having their own wheels. Roads to Exmouth and all the way to Yardie Creek are all sealed. The only unsealed roads are in Cape Range National Park, but even for these, a 2WD vehicle should be sufficient, except after heavy rains.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Turquoise Bay

2 Vlamingh Head Lighthouse

SIGHTS

3 Charles Knife Canyon

4 Hunters Beach

5 Jurabi Turtle Centre

6 Mangrove Bay Bird Hide

7 Shothole Canyon

INFORMATION

8 Exmouth Visitor Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Planning is everything when you visit Ningaloo. To avoid disappointment, make sure your arrival coincides with your reason for coming: whale sharks are here from mid-March to mid-August. For humpbacks it’s July to October.



Road-Tripping Cape Range National Park

Drive through hidden gorges

South of Exmouth, a line of ridges rises from the plains away to the west, concealing some of the quietest gorges in WA. The only way to reach them is by car.

Begin in Exmouth, and drive south for 20km to the signpost for Charles Knife Rd. This 11km (one-way) drive is paved for the first 6km, which are the most spectacular, climbing up along the narrow ridgelines of the Charles Knife Gorge. Back on the main road, head north back towards Exmouth for 5km, then turn onto the signposted Shothole Canyon Rd. Unlike Charles Knife Gorge, this unsealed road follows the valley floor of Shothole Canyon and is just as dramatic; it’s 26km to the end of the valley and back again to the main road.

Continue north, passing through Exmouth again. Around 11.5km beyond the town, turn left (northwest), then follow the road for 8km where you can turn up the steep road to the Vlamingh Head Lighthouse for some of the best views in the area. Return back down the hill and follow the road as it tracks southwest. Stop at Hunters Beach, where you might see nesting turtles (or humpback whales offshore), then again at the Jurabi Turtle Centre overlooking Mauritius Beach. Following the coast south, the road passes numerous turnoffs to deserted beaches and sand dunes; take as many as you have time for. Just after paying your park fees at the National Park Entry Station, head into Mangrove Bay to the bird observation hide. Continue south to Turquoise Bay, one of the loveliest bays along the WA coast. On the final run south, stop at stunning Sandy Bay before exploring Yardie Creek (178km from when you first left Exmouth) at the end of the road: it’s a beautiful gorge filled with water, with boat cruises possible.




TOP EXPERIENCE
Ningaloo Reef


Welcome to Australia’s most diverse reef experience. Swim with whale sharks, watch humpback whales, commune with sea turtles, drift snorkel, or just snorkel or dive the reef. However you experience it – and you should try as many different ways as you can – Ningaloo is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. The backdrop to all this marine fun is a stretch of coastline of utter magnificence.



[image: jpg]

EMILY HAMLEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for a full visitor guide to Ningaloo.

[image: ]



Swim with Whale Sharks

When a whale shark (Rhiniodon typus) first swims in your direction, it can be tempting to swim away in terror. This is no ordinary fish, and it’s much bigger than a great white shark. In fact, whale sharks are the largest fish in the world and can reach up to 18m long. Whale sharks encountered at Ningaloo are more likely to be between 3m and 12m, and remember: a 12m whale shark may weigh as much as 11 tonnes and have a mouth more than 1m wide. And it’s not just about size. Whale sharks are believed to live as long as humans (70 to 100 years). This is a creature with profound gravitas, and swimming alongside them is truly exhilarating.

Ningaloo is one of the few places in the world where whale sharks arrive like clockwork every year to feed on plankton and small fish. They’re usually in the Ningaloo area from mid-March to mid-August, and most whale shark experiences begin with a snorkel on the inner reef, followed by a boat trip to the outer reef. Spotter planes can usually relay the location of any whale sharks and the boat will stop a reasonable distance away so as not to disturb the whale sharks as they swim and feed. When the sharks are close, you’ll jump in.


DON’T MISS

Whale sharks

Humpback whales

Sea turtles

Drift snorkelling

Turquoise Bay

Kayaking

Cape Range gorges



Humpback Whales

Humpback whales are the same size as the biggest whale sharks on earth and around twice the size of most whale sharks that turn up at Ningaloo.

From July to October, humpback whales migrate down the WA coastline to their Antarctic feeding grounds. There are two ways to see the whales, and during the whale-watching season you should try to do both. Numerous operators offer whale-watching tours, where you head out to sea in a boat to where the whales are swimming: it’s a thrilling experience when one breaches close by. The other option is to drive up to Vlamingh Head Lighthouse with a pair of binoculars. Yes, the whales will be some distance out to sea, but these sightings really help to put the whales in the context of the vast ocean.

Sea Turtles

During the December-to-March nesting season, join a two-hour guided tour run by the Jurabi Turtle Centre to see nesting green and loggerhead turtles on one of the beaches (such as Hunters Beach) near the northern end of the peninsula. Tours depart a few evenings each week and advance bookings are essential. If you have the time and a passion for conservation, book ahead to join the five-week volunteer Ningaloo Turtle Program.


Reef Specs

Over 220 species of hard coral have been recorded in Ningaloo. With hard corals it’s all about the incredible formations. Spawning occurs after full and new moons between February and May. This spawning attracts the whale sharks, as well as an astonishing diversity of fish, rays, sharks, and other marine life.



Drift Snorkel

Up there with whale sharks, drift snorkelling is a Ningaloo treasure. The current carries you over coral bommies, bulbous brain corals and delicate branching staghorns. It all happens at Turquoise Bay, one of Australia’s top beaches. Most people begin from Drift Car Park. For a better experience, head 300m south along the beach, then wade 40m out to sea. Don’t miss the exit point or you’ll be carried out to sea.


TOP TIPS

• Unless you have lots of time to wait around in Exmouth or Coral Bay (and there’s certainly nothing wrong with that if you do), to avoid disappointment try to have your trip planned in advance of your visit.

• Whether it’s swimming with whale sharks or heading out in a boat to look for humpback whales, tours book out early, especially in peak months of July and August, when whales and whale sharks are in the area and conditions are perfect.

• The Ningaloo Visitor Centre in Exmouth is a great resource for finding out more and making bookings.






TOURISM CAME LAST

Exmouth was built on traditional Thalanyji lands, and has only been around since 1967. During WWII, the Australian Navy set up a submarine and general naval base south of the current town to protect against what military strategists expected would be a Japanese invasion. The Americans soon arrived and built Learmonth Airport, now Exmouth’s commercial airport. It was from here that small teams of saboteurs set out to attack enemy ships in Asian harbours. Exmouth itself didn’t really take hold until the 1960s brought the Very Low Frequency (VLF) communications facility to North West Cape. Simultaneously, fishing and resources exploration commenced, both still thriving today (gas flares are visible from Vlamingh Head at night).







Karijini National Park

DESERT LANDSCAPES | ROCKHOLE SWIMMING | OUTBACK IMMERSION
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Tucked away in the inland reaches of the red-earthed Pilbara, Karijini National Park is arguably the jewel of the Western Australian outback. Cutting through the Hamersley Range, the park is dominated by 15 deep, red-rock gorges, deep narrow defiles that are often invisible almost until you’re standing on the clifftop high on the gorge’s rim. Walking trails follow the high cliffs or descend into the gorges themselves. At Hamersley and Dales Gorges, in particular, the swimming possibilities are the quintessential outback experience. Best of all, they’re every bit as beautiful as the better-known gorges of the Kimberley further north, but without the crocs.

Whether you’re camping or staying at the outstanding Karijini Eco Retreat, plan on spending at least two, and preferably three full days exploring the park as the gorges are quite spread out. If you’re coming from the coast, you’ll also enjoy some much-needed downtime after the long journey to get here.


GETTING AROUND

The nearest airport to Karijini is Paraburdoo, which has direct flights from Perth. Tom Price is the largest town in the area. You’ll need your own vehicle, ideally a 4WD. While the park authorities are slowly paving most of the park’s roads, many remain unsealed, sandy and corrugated, especially between Hamersley Gorge and the remaining gorges. Unless you’re heading to Kalamina Gorge, consider the longer route (78km) from Joffre Gorge to the visitor centre or Dales Gorge; this longer route is sealed all the way. The direct route (35km) is unsealed and, at last check, extremely corrugated.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Dales Gorge

2 Fern Pool

3 Hancock Gorge

SIGHTS

see 1 Circular Pool Lookout

see 2 Fortescue Falls

4 Kalamina Gorge

5 Knox Gorge

see 3 Oxer Lookout

see 1 Three Ways Lookout

see 3 Weano Gorge

SLEEPING

6 Dales Gorge Campground

7 Karijini Eco Retreat



Red-Rock Wonders at Hamersley Gorge

Swim surrounded by cliffs

Out on the northwesternmost corner of the park, Hamersley Gorge is one of the most spectacular sights in Karijini, not to mention its best swimming experience.

From the car park, head first for the lookout. If you’ve never been interested in geology before, you’ll want to change the habits of a lifetime here: etched into the red cliff faces are hundreds of parallel contour lines, each one marking a different geological era: they’re a stunning sight. From the lookout, it’s an easy 400m descent to the gorge floor, from where you can swim beneath the eucalypts, with plenty of rock ledges to lay out your towel. If you’re tempted to skip Hamersley because it’s quite a distance from the rest of the park, don’t.

Hamersley Gorge makes a lovely stop if you’re heading north towards the coast or Millstream Chichester National Park (it can’t be accessed from the park’s Banjima Drive). Otherwise, it’s about 67km from Tom Price: head north on Bingarn ad for 26km, and turn right at the T-junction, carrying on another 41km (unsealed). Turn at the sign for Hamersley Gorge, not Hamersley Range.

Exploring Hancock & Weano Gorges

Hike then swim perfect pools

At Hancock and Weano Gorges, in the heart of the park, you have to work a little harder for your swim, but that makes it all the more worth it.

Hancock Gorge is one of Karijini’s highlights, but to access its inner reaches you need to follow the 400m trail that includes a steep descent (including on ladders), as well as scrambling on uneven rocks and, when water levels are high, swimming a short distance. Your reward is the Amphitheatre, whose name says it all. Continue a little further along the slippery Spider Walk to the emerald-hued Kermits Pool.

Not far away, Weano Gorge is also reached via a steep track to the Lower Weano, where Handrail Pool is simply superb, with its deep-green waters cast into shadow by textured cliffs in myriad shades of red.

To get a sense of how it all fits together, head for Oxer Lookout. Here you can look down on where the Red, Weano, Joffre and Hancock Gorges all intersect some 130m below. Not far away and also signposted is Junction Pool Lookout with its sublime views of Hancock Gorge.

The road to Hancock, Weano and the two lookouts was finally paved all the way in 2024.


GORGE COUNTRY

Karijini may be known for its gorges, but they’re something of a Western Australian specialty. Other places where they’re a spectacular feature include Kalbarri National Park and along the Kimberley’s Gibb River Road, including Windjana Gorge and Emma Gorge.




Intimate Joffre Gorge & Knox Gorge

Explore the smaller gorges

Joffre Gorge may lack the star quality of some of the other gorges, but it’s actually one of our favourites. There are three main ways to take it in. Our favourite viewpoint is the Karijini Eco Retreat lookout over the gorge: a 500m trail weaves through the spinifex to a lookout from where Joffre has a magical quality, almost like looking down into some hidden kingdom. A 3km-return trail also winds down to the base of the gorge and then up to another lookout on the cliffs across from the eco retreat; this second lookout (which is best when the waterfall is happening) is also accessible by road from the Knox Gorge road. The only downside of Joffre is that, except when the waterfall’s flowing and water levels are high, Joffre is less appealing for swimming as the waters can get a little stagnant.

Just a few kilometres from Joffre Gorge is pretty Knox Gorge. The lookout at the top was closed at the time of research, but you can wind down a 2km trail to several sunny swimming holes, fringed by native figs.

Quiet Kalamina Gorge

Leave the crowds behind

The deeply corrugated road to Kalamina Gorge is one of the roughest in the park: access is by 4WD or high-clearance AWD. But this can be an advantage as it means far fewer visitors make it out here. This is especially an asset in high season when some of the better-known gorges can feel more than a little overcrowded.

Kalamina is wider than most other Karijini gorges, but it’s still achingly pretty, surrounded as it is by those signature red, layered Karijini rock walls. There’s a waterfall for much of the year, and a small idyllic pool where you may just want to spend the day.

Karijini’s Signature Dales Gorge

Hike Karijini’s showpiece

It can be difficult to pick a star of the Karijini show, and if you stay here long enough to explore all of the gorges, you can make up your own mind. But Dales Gorge often ends up being most travellers’ favourite.

Start at the Fortescue Falls car park and walk 100m to the lookout. Even if you go no further, the views from here are magnificent, including as they do Fortescue Falls, the park’s only permanent waterfall. From the lookout, a route (with proper steps and walkways) leads steeply down to the valley floor and swimming hole as lovely as any in the park. Perhaps even lovelier is the adjacent, shaded Fern Pool, which, true to its name, is surrounded by soothing ferns. This is a sacred site for local First Nations peoples, and while they don’t mind visitors swimming here, they ask that you do so quietly, with respect, and after acknowledging the Dreaming serpent whose spirit lives in the waters.

As much as Dales Gorge is known for its swimming, it’s possibly the park’s best hiking destination, with two main options. From the Fortescue Falls Lookout, the Rim Walk is a 2km-return hike along the clifftops, passing Three Ways Lookout on your way to Circular Pool Lookout (which can also be reached by car); there are breathtaking views at many points along the trail.

The other hiking option is to hike along the valley floor from Fortescue Falls, walking 1km downstream to Circular Pool; check at the visitor centre before setting out as Circular Pool itself has been closed to swimming for some years, due to the dangers of falling rocks. To climb out of the valley floor, it’s a very steep, 500m climb to Three Ways Lookout.
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WARNING: EXTREME WEATHER

Like anywhere in the outback, Karijini is a place where nature rules supreme. The tinder-dry Pilbara region is susceptible to fires, with the most dangerous fires from October through to March. When we were last in the park, Karijini was closed suddenly and all visitors were evacuated as a bushfire swept in from near Hamersley Gorge. Emergency WA (emergency.wa.gov.au) is a good source of information and warnings about current bushfires, while the park authorities can also give you the latest. And if you’re ever down in one of the gorges when it starts to rain, get out quick: even a short downpour can turn trickling streams into raging torrents.




WARLU WAY

As you drive around the Pilbara, you’ll see signposts pointing you to follow the Warlu Way. This 2500km scenic drive (with interpretative signage along the way) follows the path of the warlu, the Dreaming serpent who travelled through the Pilbara, creating waterways as he went. You can join parts of the route or drive it in its entirety. One version passes through Karratha, the Burrup Peninsula, Roebourne, Cossack and Point Samson before cutting across Karijini and Millstream Chichester National Parks, and on to Port Hedland, Eighty Mile Beach and Broome. Another branch takes in pretty little Onslow, Paraburdoo, Tom Price, Karijini and Cape Keraudren. To find out more and to plan your trip, visit australiasnorthwest.com/plan/itineraries/warlu-way.






Pilbara Coast

ROCK ART | EMPTY BEACHES | MINING CULTURE
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The Pilbara Coast is a fascinating juxtaposition of ancient cultures and vast mining operations. It’s all set against the backdrop of sand and rock redder than almost anywhere else in the country. And in summer, it’s the hottest place in Australia.

Most travellers hurry on by, en route between Ningaloo and Broome. But stay in the area for a couple of days and you’ll get to enjoy some of the defining experiences of the Western Australian coast. History lessons abound, from the 47,000-plus-year-old rock art in Murujuga National Park on the Burrup Peninsula – let Clinton Walker at Ngurrangga Tours tell you the story and combine it with some bush tucker lessons – to the former pearling settlement of Cossack. And then there’s Port Hedland with its post-apocalyptic mining-driven skyline. But even there the Pilbara’s contradictions come to the surface: Port Hedland is one of the best places to see sea turtles nesting on the beach.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll definitely need your own wheels to get around the Pilbara Coast. Apart from a bus service along the 240km between Karratha and Port Hedland, no public transport reaches any attractions. If possible, make your vehicle a 4WD or high-clearance AWD, especially for Millstream Chichester National Park. If you’re joining a 4WD tag-along with Ngurrangga Tours to the park and you don’t have a 4WD, ride in the lead car: it costs a little extra, but it’s worth every extra dollar.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Murujuga National Park

SIGHTS

2 Cemetery Beach Park

3 Don Rhodes Mining Museum

4 Marapikurrinya Park

see 1 Ngajarli (Deep Gorge)

5 Old Town Wharf

see 5 Pioneer Cemetery

6 Pretty Pool Beach

7 Redbank Bridge Salt and Train Lookout

see 5 Schoolhouse

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Ngurrangga Tours

9 Pilbara Tours

EATING

see 5 Cossack Cafe

10 Lo’s Cafe Fusion Bistro

11 Pilbara Room Restaurant

12 Soak in Dampier
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Plan to spend four or five days in the Pilbara. After two or three days in Karijini National Park, you could easily fill three days at Murujuga National Park, Cossack and Millstream Chichester National Park, with a few art centres to visit as well.



Ancient Murujuga National Park

Discover wonderful rock art

As you take the turnoff for the Burrup Peninsula and Murujuga National Park on the outskirts of Dampier, there’s little to suggest that one of Australia’s finest, open-air rock art galleries lies just over the hills. At first, it’s a fairly familiar Pilbara skyline, with industrial apparatus in the ascendancy. But keep on going.

UNESCO World Heritage–listed Murujuga National Park is home to one of the world’s largest concentrations of rock art: there are an estimated one million rock engravings or petroglyphs in the park. As dating techniques become more accurate, the date for how old some of the petroglyphs are keeps getting pushed back. At last count, it was around 47,000 years.

The main focal point of any visit here is Ngajarli (Deep Gorge), accessible along a 700m loop trail that is a mix of boardwalk and paved pathway. At its most intense, Ngajarli’s walls are a veritable menagerie of fish, goannas, turtles, ospreys, kangaroos, the thylacine (once popularly known as the Tasmanian tiger) and more. If you’re on the half-day tour with Ngurrangga Tours, your guide Clinton Walker is a Ngarluma man and gifted storyteller, and he’ll bring the engravings alive with fascinating historical context.

The Ruins of Cossack

Explore a restored pearling town

Some 13km northwest of Roebourne, Cossack is a real treat, a restored historical settlement that adds something a little different to any visit to the Pilbara.

Hard as it is to imagine now, Cossack was once an important pearling centre. These days, it’s a ghost town, but one that has been restored by the local Aboriginal Corporation. Despite Cossack’s painful memories for the local Ngarluma People – many Aboriginal people were kidnapped and enslaved in the industry – they’ve done a terrific job in bringing it back to life, and the place is very popular with locals on weekends.

Cossack was abandoned in 1959, and there are times when it still feels like Cossack’s last people just left. Many of the bluestone buildings date from the late 1800s, and there’s a pretty beach to boot, next to the old town wharf. The tiny schoolhouse is the first building you come to as you enter the town, before the tight grid of bluestone buildings that makes up the centre of town. These days, there’s a cafe, museum, gallery and small B&B. You can also walk the self-guided, 5km-long Cossack Heritage Trail, and visit the Pioneer Cemetery that has a Japanese section bearing poignant witness to Cossack’s pearling past.

To get the best of a visit, leave Roebourne before dawn: you’ll be one of the few living souls in Cossack for a few hours.

Yinjaa-Barni Art

Hang out with First Nations artists

In Roebourne, just 39km up the road from Karratha, this Aboriginal-run gallery showcases the best in Pilbara art with a particular focus on works by Yindjibarndi and Ngarluma artists. Pilbara painting styles are renowned for their bold, bright colours; styles vary from traditional to abstract. Don’t rush a visit here: stay long enough to sit, watch the artists at work and have a chat.

Port Hedland & Its Mining Culture

Explore a classic Pilbara mining town

Port Hedland certainly won’t win a beauty contest: salt ponds and great salt towers, kilometres-long cargo trains and giant mining apparatus silhouetted against the fierce Pilbara sun. This quintessential mining town is bright lights, rowdy pubs and fly-in-fly-out miners spending their earnings. There’s more to Port Hedland if you dig a little deeper, but it remains one of Australia’s best places to glimpse what Australia’s ongoing mining and resources boom really looks like.

Start with Pilbara Tours’ ‘Twilight Industry Tour’, a bus tour that will get you up close with the world’s largest bulk loading port, and learn about the mining companies that make Port Hedland tick. Follow it with open-air Don Rhodes Mining Museum, a public park littered with rusted trains, engines and mining machinery, then head for Marapikurrinya Park to watch ridiculously large iron-ore carriers and salt ships pass by; grab from the visitor centre a list of the times the largest ships are arriving and departing. At sunset visit Redbank Bridge Salt and Train Lookout to admire pink-tinted mountains of salt and cargo trains going past.


PROTECTING THE BURRUP PENINSULA

One of the most controversial mining sites anywhere in the Pilbara is the Burrup Peninsula, on the outskirts between Dampier and Karratha. The peninsula takes in part of the Dampier Archipelago and Murujuga National Park, the location of many petroglyphs (rock art) believed to date back more than 45,000 years, to before the start of the last Ice Age when the Burrup Peninsula was covered in tropical rainforest. Although disruption to the works began in the 1960s, in 2007 Woodside Petroleum Ltd had several petroglyphs gingerly removed and fenced off to better facilitate development. Some argue that the works are not discrete and that the disruption of one petroglyph compromises the entire site.



Eating Along the Pilbara Coast: Our Picks

Lo’s Cafe Fusion Bistro: The mix of local ingredients with Asian influences is a winner. 6am-3.30pm $

Cossack Cafe: Sit under the big shady tree and enjoy light lunches, Devonshire teas and excellent coffee. 9am-4pm May-Sep $

Pilbara Room Restaurant: This classic surf ‘n’ turf Port Hedland kitchen has surprises, like panko-crumbed camembert. 7-9am & 6-9pm Mon-Fri $$

Soak in Dampier: Dampier’s best – a terrace overlooking the harbour and a menu of seafood and steaks. 6am-3pm & 5pm-midnight Tue-Sun $$


Go Looking for Sea Turtles

Where green sea turtles come ashore

As remarkable as it may seem amid all the noise, dust and detritus of Port Hedland’s mines and port area, the town’s beaches are home to two species of sea turtle that nest here.

You can see green sea turtles swimming offshore from the Cemetery Beach lookout year-round: they’re most easily seen at high tide (ask at the visitor centre for a tide chart). Green sea turtles also come ashore from November to March to lay their eggs.

On Cemetery Beach and Pretty Pool Beach, also from November to March, flatback turtles arrive on land to lay their eggs. When the hatchlings emerge and head for the sea 45 days later, you might catch a glimpse of their frantic, perilous dash to the water early in the morning. It goes without saying: keep your distance.
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TOP PILBARA EXPERIENCES

Clinton Walker is a Ngarluma-Yindjibarndi man and the owner of Ngurrangga Tours. He shares his favourite experiences in the area.

Murujuga National Park

Take a tour and learn the stories behind the carvings you’ll see on the rocks.

Millstream Chichester National Park

Explore the rock holes and important sites in ancestral Yindjibarndi lands.

Karijini National Park

A taste of the Pilbara and the outback with beautiful gorges.

Dampier Archipelago

Part of Ngarluma land, there’s rock art of thylacine and other historical sites.

Curawine Gorge

It’s like an oasis with a massive red cliff and waterhole.






Broome

GATEWAY TO NORTH | CABLE BEACH | HISTORICAL SITES
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Clinging to a narrow strip of pindan (red-soil country) on Australia’s outer northwestern rim, Broome is at once oasis and frontier. The town has an agreeable tropical feel to it, with a fascinating history, as told by its traditional Yawuru storytellers, as well as a multicultural pearling past. In season, which largely runs from May to September or October, Broome swings into life with a host of activities, many of them centred on Cable Beach and its luxury resorts; a Cable Beach sunset may be a Broome cliché, but there’s a reason it’s so popular. And there’s more to the city than one of Australia’s most famous beaches. Broome has a diverse and emerging dining scene, a handful of intriguing museums, and plenty of stretches of coastline where you’ll be the only one there. And when you’re done with Broome, the Dampier Peninsula and wider Kimberley region are made for exploring.


GETTING AROUND

Broome is quite spread out, and it’s often too oppressive to walk for all but the most humidity-hardened locals. There are buses, but if you’re only here for a short visit, it’s worth having your own wheels. With a 4WD, you’re well set for exploring beyond Broome (and you can also drive down onto Cable Beach at its northern and southern ends), including north on to the Dampier Peninsula or east into the Kimberley; Broome has a good selection of rental agencies, but many close from November to April.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cable Beach

SIGHTS

2 Broome Museum

3 Bungalow

4 Chinese Cemetery

5 Gantheaume Point & Dinosaur Prints

see 4 Japanese Cemetery

see 4 Muslim Cemetery

6 Nagula Jarndu Women’s Resource Centre

7 Old Convent Heritage Centre

8 Pearl Luggers

9 Pioneer Cemetery

10 Port

11 Reddell Beach

12 Short Street Gallery

13 Sun Pictures

14 Town Beach

15 WWII Flying Boat Wrecks

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16 Broome Camel Safaris

17 Broome Whale Watching

18 Narlijia Experiences

SLEEPING

19 Bali Hai Resort & Spa

20 Beaches of Broome

21 Broome Town B&B

EATING

22 Aarli

23 Cable Beach General Store & Cafe

24 Good Cartel

25 Wharf Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26 Bay Club

27 Broome Surf Life Saving Club

28 Matso’s Broome Brewery

29 Moontide Distillery

INFORMATION

30 Broome Visitor Centre
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Weather is everything in Broome. Beyond May to September, you’ll find that very little is open, with the ever-present possibility of heavy downpours. The rest of the year, including during October, it can be like walking around wrapped in a wet glove.



Glorious Cable Beach

Western Australia’s most famous sands

Ask most Australians what they think of when they imagine Broome, and chances are it will have something to do with riding camels on Cable Beach at sunset. Sure enough, every late afternoon, this tourist ritual occurs. Book through Broome Camel Safaris or the Broome Visitor Centre.

But there are so many other ways to experience this glorious beach that – let’s be honest – really does deserve the hype. Wander along the foreshore park or nurse a beer at one of the bar terraces nearby. To the south, walking trails move through the red dunes of Minyirr Park, a spiritual place for the Yawuru people. And locals in their 4WDs swarm north of the rocks for sunset drinks.

Cable Beach, which gets its name from the time when the undersea telegraph cable from Java first came ashore here in 1899, is not Broome’s only beach. Tiny Town Beach is good for a swim when the tide is in, although stingers (jellyfish) are possible from November to May. The port, too, has an agreeable stretch of sand near the jetty; watch for whales, turtles or dolphins out to sea.

But Cable Beach’s biggest rival for a blazing sunset without tourists, camels or 4WDs is Reddell Beach; take any turnoff along Kavite Rd between Gantheaume Point and the port and watch the pindan cliffs take on magical hues. Reddell is strictly for experienced swimmers only due to the strong currents.

Panoramic Gantheaume Point

Views and very big footsteps

As far southwest as you can go in Broome without falling into the sea, Gantheaume Point (Minyirr) is simply stunning at dawn or sunset when the red cliffs turn to crimson. Close to the lookout, only visible at very low tide, is a 135-million-year-old secret: one of the world’s most varied collections of dinosaur footprints. Grab a map from the visitor centre, and be very careful when heading out onto the slippery rocks.

Whales & Mangroves

Be guided by a local expert

Local Yawuru man Bart Pigram recommends exploring Roebuck Bay on the Snubfin Dolphin Eco Tour run by the ecofriendly Broome Whale Watching; snubfin dolphins are one of Australia’s rarest dolphin species and the tours are among the best wildlife experiences along the northwest coast. Then take one of the mangrove or other tours (such as a Broome city tour) by Bart’s own Narlijia Experiences.

Historic Sun Pictures

The world’s oldest outdoor cinema

On a balmy Broome night, there’s nowhere we’d rather be than sitting back on a canvas deck chair at Sun Pictures, the world’s oldest still-operating picture gardens. Established in 1916, this Broome icon has seen it all, from floods and low-flying aircraft (it lies along the flight path for the nearby airport) to war and racial segregation; before 1967, it was Europeans in the middle, other whites and Asians on the left, and ‘coloured people’ on hard wooden benches to the right, and each had their own separate entrance. And until 1974 when a levy was built, the picture garden flooded regularly at high tide.

As befits a place where the cinema is as much an attraction as the films they show, most nights it screens a short 15-minute history tour on request. There are usually two movies nightly.


BEST BROOME FESTIVALS

Broome Pride

Drag queens on camels and riotous cabaret feature in March as Broome gets its glitter on.

Mango Festival

Three days of mango madness in late November, including music and just about anything vaguely fruit related.

Mud & Saltwater

This short-film festival showcases the natural splendour of Roebuck Bay and the Kimberley coast at historic Sun Pictures.

Opera Under the Stars

Opera alfresco, one August night only at the Mangrove Hotel.

Shinju Matsuri Festival of the Pearl

Broome’s homage to the pearl includes parades, food, art, concerts, fireworks and dragon-boat races in August–September.



Eating & drinking in Broome: Our Picks

Cable Beach General Store & Cafe: We dream about the barramundi burger when we’re away. 7am-7.30pm $

Aarli: A candidate for Broome’s best eatery, Aarli has a leafy setting, wide wine selections and Med-Asian meals. 11am-3pm & 5-9pm Tue-Sat $$

Good Cartel: Known for Mexican brekkies, barista coffee, lunchtime burgers locals queue for, and all-round cool. 6am-9pm $$

Wharf Restaurant: Seafood with wine, possible whale sightings, views and tasty chilli crab and barramundi. 11am-10pm $$$

Bay Club: The Mangrove Hotel’s casual outdoor bar is perfect for a beer overlooking Roebuck Bay. 11am-10pm

Broome Surf Life Saving Club: The cheapest drinks and the best Cable Beach views – what more could you want? 4-11pm Wed-Sun

Matso’s Broome Brewery: Order a Chango (50/50 chilli/mango beer) and a half-kilo of prawns and you’re becoming a local. 11am-9pm

Moontide Distillery: Moontide uses Kimberley monsoonal rainwater and native botanicals in its gins. Tastings available. noon-5pm Fri-Mon

A Journey Through Broome’s History

Wrecks, WWII history and cultural tours

There are many ways to get a feel for Broome’s fascinating historical story. Our preferred starting point is the outstanding 1½-hour walking tour with Broome Historical Walking Tours, led by raconteur Wil Thomas. For a First Nations perspective, Yawuru local Johani Mamid of Mabu Buru Tours runs excellent cultural tours in and around town.

Of the museums, quirky Broome Museum is the best overview of local history. The Pearl Luggers Museum is also an informative return to the past with two of the last surviving luggers. Don’t miss the incredible archival collection of photographs spanning missionary history in the Kimberley at the Old Convent Heritage Centre. But by far the most evocative historical site is that of the WWII Flying Boat Wrecks: on a very low tide (<1.3m) it’s possible to walk out across the mudflats from Town Beach to the wrecks of Catalina and Dornier flying boats attacked by Japanese ‘Zeroes’ during WWII.

Other echoes of the past lie scattered around town. The Chinese Cemetery, Japanese Cemetery, Muslim Cemetery and Pioneer Cemetery each tell their own story.

Broome’s First Nations Art Galleries

Enter the world of Aboriginal art

Broome’s best gallery, Short Street Gallery has a small, dynamic calendar of exhibitions showing contemporary Aboriginal artworks. The gallery building, an early-20th-century Broome-style corrugated-iron building with louvred verandahs, is almost as appealing as the art. Its other space, Bungalow, has a fantastic collection of canvases from across the Kimberley.

Also worth your time is the studio-gallery at Nagula Jarndu Women’s Resource Centre, with screen- and block-printed textiles and other crafts created by Yawuru women.


FIVE THINGS TO DO IN BROOME
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Wil Thomas, guide and raconteur for Broome Historical Walking Tours (facebook.com/BroomeHistoricalWalkingTours), shares his tips for a fun day in Broome.

Good Cartel

Start with Broome’s best coffee at this drive-through, burger-and-breakfast cafe.

Broome Historical Walking Tours

Our two-hour tour (dry season only) will take you back to Broome’s pearling heyday.

Cable Beach

Swim the beautiful turquoise waters of Cable Beach and follow dinosaur trackways buried deep beneath the sand.

Broome Buddha Sanctuary

Home to a 3m-high crystal Buddha statue, this place has peaceful gardens with yoga classes.

Sun Pictures

Take in a movie at the world’s oldest operating outdoor picture theatre; movies once arrived by steam ship in big silver tins.






Beyond Broome
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It would be a shame to come all this way and not explore further. Out here, Broome is just the beginning.


Start on Broome’s doorstep. The city lies at the base of the Dampier Peninsula, and exploring to the north is a must-do before heading out into the Kimberley. Go a little further and Derby comes into play, just 2½ hours up the road with its baobabs and First Nations art centres; Derby is also the true starting point of the Gibb River Road. And from Broome (or from Derby), you can also join a tour to the Horizontal Waterfalls, away to the north on a rugged and isolated stretch of the Kimberley coast. Even if you were to explore no further than these three attractions, you’d still leave satisfied with a fab Kimberley adventure.

Places

Dampier Peninsula

Horizontal Falls

Roebuck Bay


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own wheels. For all of the experiences you can enjoy from Broome, there’s no public transport (except for a semi-regular bus service between Derby and Broome). For the Dampier Peninsula, you’ll need a 4WD to really make the most of your trip. For Derby you could get around in a 2WD (unless you plan to go further). And the only way to reach Horizontal Waterfalls is on a guided tour.



Dampier Peninsula Time from Broome: 2–6 HRS [image: img]

Broome’s northern beaches

Take the road northeast of Broome, and then follow the signs north towards Beagle Bay and beyond. Where the paved road ends, the adventure begins.

The Manari Road peels away to the northwest around 10km north of Broome. The track is unsealed and sandy in parts, but it’s usually in good condition, except after heavy rains. As the road meanders north through Goolarabooloo Country, detours lead off to the west to an often-deserted beach: Cape Boileau, Quondong Point and James Price Point, for example. At the latter, walk beneath the red pindan cliffs of Walmadan (named for the proud warrior who once lived here). You’ll feel like you’re standing on the outer precipices of an entire continent.

At James Price Point, look for dinosaur footprints that, to the local Jabirr Jabirr and Goolarabooloo peoples, represent the steps of Emu-man, their Dreaming ancestor who lives today in the land, the people and their stories.

Beyond James Price Point, the track is less well-maintained, leading eventually to wild and beautiful Coulomb Point.

Beagle Bay Church

To continue to the northernmost reaches of the Dampier Peninsula, you’ll need to return to the Cape Leveque road (around 50km from Coulomb Bay), then turn north. Some 129km from Broome, on no account miss the white Beagle Bay Church. Built by Pallottine monks in 1918, the church has an exquisite altar inlaid with mother of pearl. If the church is not open, ask at the community store and someone will find the key. In case you’re tempted to give up, don’t: it’s worth the wait. Fill up with fuel before you leave.

Around 26km north of Beagle Bay, take the Middle Lagoon turnoff; from the turn-off, it’s around 30km on an unsealed track to Middle Lagoon, a picturesque arc of sand, glorious sunsets, a campground and a community store with fuel (weekdays only,. and sunsets that are among the best anywhere. Fuel is available at the community store (weekdays only).




Great Northern Highway
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Begin in 1 Broome and drive east and out into the big sky country of the southern Kimberley. Around 180km east of Broome, and immediately after taking the turnoff east towards Fitzroy Crossing, stop for the obligatory photograph of the 2 giant baobab tree by the roadside (tip: there are more photogenic baobabs by the roadside further east). After 216 long and lightly trafficked kilometres, 3 Fitzroy Crossing is an important meeting place of desert communities with a fantastic art centre, Mangkaja Arts. Southeast of Fitzroy Crossing, take the time to explore the vast subterranean labyrinth of 4 Mimbi Caves with their rock art and fish fossils; better than just turning up, arrange a visit through Aboriginal-owned Girloorloo Tours and stay overnight at the tidy campground. By the time you reach 5 Halls Creek, the Kimberley’s scenery is ramping up as the road heads north. In Halls Creek, visit Yarliyil Gallery and, if you have a 4WD, consider detours south to Sawpit Gorge (44km) or down the Tanami Track to Wolfe Creek Meteorite Crater. Around 135km north of Halls Creek, take the turn-off for 6 Purnululu National Park, a 100km-round-trip detour to one of the outback’s signature natural wonders. Return to the Great Northern Highway, and head 200km north to a T-junction. After 8km, drive west along the paved section of the Gibb River Road, stopping at 7 Emma Gorge, 8 El Questro Wilderness Park, as far as the famous 9 Pentecost River Crossing, with fabulous views of the Cockburn Range all the way. From the river crossing back to the main road, it’s 67km, then a further 47km into 10 Wyndham, which really does feel like the end of the road.




Lombadina

On your way north through the heart of the Dampier Peninsula, around 200km north of Broome, take a detour to Lombadina. While there are some tours you can do, including whale-watching, storytelling and kayaking, part of the appeal here is the setting: Lombadina is a delightful, tree-lined community; as you’ll see across the Top End, the community often spends the hottest part of the day in the shade as people come and go.

Cape Leveque

As far as you can go on the Dampier Peninsula without falling into the sea, spectacular Cape Leveque (Kooljaman) has stunning red cliffs and gorgeous white beaches perfect for swimming and snorkelling. With the closure of the Kooljaman Resort, the number of visitors has fallen away dramatically. While we hope the resort returns in some form, in the meantime the beaches here are often deserted and the sunsets are simply superb; don’t just look out to sea, but turn around and enjoy the striking colours of the cliffs as the sun nears the horizon.

Pender Bay

Just off the northeastern tip of the Dampier Peninsula, Pender Bay is a deliciously remote spot with a campground, and views out into the bay that serves as a calving ground for humpback whales; they can often be seen breaching the waters of the bay from May to November. Few travellers make it out this way, meaning there is a very special power about this place.

Horizontal Falls Time from Broome: 4–6 HRS [image: img]

Fly to watch a tidal waterfall

Along an isolated stretch of coastline north of Broome, these remarkable tides gush spectacularly through narrow coastal gorges in the Buccaneer Archipelago. Accessible only by air or by sea, they’re a real Kimberley highlight.

Seeing them involves flying from Derby or Broome to a site on Talbot Bay close to the falls, and from there you’ll take a boat to see the falls up close. Some companies take speedboats and race through the falls, although in 2023, the Traditional Custodians, through the Dambimangari Aboriginal Corporation, repeated calls for boats to be banned from ‘surfing’ the falls themselves. To the Dambimangari people, the falls are the Wongudd (creator snake) and a sacred site. Discuss this with the company you’re travelling with and please respect Dambimangari wishes.

The views – of the falls, and of the whole Buccaneer Archipelago – from the flight in and out are simply magnificent and worth the trip alone. The falls are, of course, technically tides and these can vary by up to 11m. As the tides pass through the narrow schism, they gather momentum, reaching an astonishing 30 knots as water thunders through two narrow gaps 20m and 10m wide. The resulting ‘waterfall’ reaches 4m in height.

Companies that offer tours to the Horizontal Falls include Horizontal Falls Seaplane Adventures from Derby, and Fly Broome or Broome Aviation out of Broome.


BEST FIRST NATIONS TOURS

Lurujarri Dreaming Trail

Take a tour along an 82km songline with local Goolarabooloo guides (goolarabooloo.org.au).

Brian Lee Tagalong Tours

In your own 4WD, join Bardi Traditional Owner Brian Lee to fish, hunt for mud crabs and learn local traditions.

Bundy’s Tours

Bardi Elder Bundy will take you night-fishing and spear-making as you look for bush tucker and learn local traditions.

Ngarlan Yarnin

Let Mena Lewis (0438 118 578), a local Nyul Nyul and Bardi woman, recount the stories of Beagle Bay.

Lombadina

Guides from this First Nations community take you fishing, whale watching, 4WDing, mud-crabbing, kayaking and hiking.



The Mangroves of Roebuck Bay Time from Broome: 20 MINS [image: img]

Go birding on deserted beaches

While part of Roebuck Bay is accessible in Broome itself, it sweeps away to the east with a shoreline that very few travellers see.

Make the focal point of your explorations the Broome Bird Observatory, around 25km east of Broome. Drive around 10km east of Broome along the paved road, then take signposted Crab Creek Rd; ignore Google Maps and other GPS mapping apps that send you further east then along a much more difficult road. The sandy track heads south and then east, before finally reaching the observatory.

Stop in for information, but you’re free to explore the track that continues along the low clifftops. Along the way, there are lots of places to pull in and access the beach and its mangroves. Birders will want to bring their binoculars, because the bay’s Ramsar-recognised tidal mudflats attract tens of thousands of migratory shorebirds, with some coming from as far away as Siberia. The beach is long, lovely and deserted. You can also camp overnight at the observatory, where walking trails explore the surrounding bush.

If you have children, on your way back to town stop for a visit at the Malcolm Douglas Crocodile Park, a 30-hectare animal refuge with dozens of crocs (don’t miss the 3pm feeding), kangaroos, cassowaries, emus and dingoes.


FRESHY OR SALTIE

There are two kinds of crocodiles in Australia and both are common in the Kimberley. The estuarine (saltwater) crocodile (Crocodylus porosus), often known simply as the saltie, has a broad snout and a raised part of its body behind the neck, and can grow up to 6m long. Saltwater crocs live in both fresh and salt water. They can be extremely dangerous to human beings.

The freshwater crocodile (Crocodylus johnstoni) has an unmistakably narrow snout and never grows to more than 3m in length. It lives in freshwater rivers and waterholes and, unlike the saltie, only attacks humans when provoked or cornered; there have been no deaths from freshwater croc attacks.






The Kimberley

FIRST NATIONS CULTURE | SUPERB SCENERY | 4WD ADVENTURE
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For many travellers, the Kimberley is one of the most soulful, beautiful places in Australia. Out west, the Gibb River Road unfurls with turnoffs to the Devonian Reef National Parks. More gorges await in the central Kimberley, where landforms like the Miliwundi Ranges (formerly King Leopold Ranges) are among the region’s most famous. The further you go, the more you’ll be tempted by side tracks to Mt Hart, Mornington and Charnley River – cattle stations converted into adventure tourism hubs.

Out in the north and east, the Mitchell River and Plateau are wild Australia at its best. Away to the east, a roll-call of signature Kimberley landmarks awaits: the Pentecost River, the Cockburn Range (pronounced ‘co-burn’), El Questro and Emma Gorge. Further east again, Wyndham and Kununurra have their own Top End tropical charm, while against the Northern Territory border is picturesque Lake Argyle. Together, they combine drama-filled landscapes and intriguing First Nations stories.
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Windjana Gorge | MACKENZIE SWEETNAM/GETTY IMAGES ©


GETTING AROUND

Of all the places where it’s worth renting a 4WD, the Kimberley’s top of the list. The first 100km east of Derby are paved, but all side roads in the west Kimberley require a 4WD. Without a 4WD, you’ll have to take the Great Northern Highway, and miss much of the scenery. The eastern end of the Gibb (from the Kununurra-Wyndham road to the Pentecost River) is sealed. If you’re heading up to the Mitchell Plateau, take the Kalumburu road and fill up with fuel at Drysdale River Station.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mornington Wilderness Camp

2 Tunnel Creek

SIGHTS

3 Bell Gorge

4 Charnley River Station

5 El Questro Wilderness Park

6 Emma Gorge

7 Geikie Gorge

8 Kelly’s Knob

see 8 Lily Creek Lagoon

see 8 Mirima National Park

9 Munurru Rock-Art Site #1

10 Munurru Rock-Art Site #2

see 8 Waringarri Aboriginal Arts Centre

11 Windjana Gorge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 Bungle Bungle Guided Tours

13 Bungoolee Tours

14 Chamberlain Gorge Boat Tours

see 7 Darngku Heritage Tours

15 Girloorloo Tours

16 Just Over the Hills

17 Kimberley Dreamtime Adventure Tours

18 Luridgii Tours

19 Uptuyu

20 Zebedee Springs

SLEEPING

see 14 El Questro Homestead

21 Ellenbrae Station

see 6 Emma Gorge Resort

22 Home Valley Station

23 Imintji Campground

24 Mount Hart Wilderness Lodge

see 10 Munurru Campground




[image: ] TOP TIP

Plan your trip carefully, as trips along the Gibb River Road and most of the Kimberley are only possible from around May to the end of September. If the rains arrive late, road conditions may still be OK, but very little (if anything) will be open along the way.




Gorges of West Kimberley

West Kimberley’s best scenery

The first of the gorges down the unsealed Fairfield-Leopold Downs Rd off the Gibb River Road is Windjana Gorge, and it’s our favourite. Walk with wonder beneath sheer, 100m-high cliffs and alongside the waters of the Lennard River, which recedes to a series of pools filled with freshwater crocs in the Dry. The river is sacred to the Bunuba people.

At Windjana, it’s all about scale and beauty. At Tunnel Creek (Dimalurru), it’s a much more intimate and story-filled experience. Carved from the limestone over millions of years by water, and running for almost 1km through the Napier Range, Tunnel Creek can only be explored during the Dry; you’ll need to wade through knee-deep water to reach the rock art at the far end. For a combined tour of Windjana and Tunnel Creek led by Bunuba lawman Dillon Andrews, contact Bungoolee Tours.

Closer to Fitzroy Crossing than to the Gibb, Geikie Gorge (Darngku) is the busiest of the gorges with cruises running along its 8km beneath 30m-high kaleidoscopic walls. Run by Darngku Heritage Tours, the cruises are a mix of First Nations storytelling, geology and natural history.

The Wild Heart of the Kimberley

Bell Gorge and beyond

One detour which is far less frequented than others along this route is the rough 29km track to Bell Gorge. Your reward is magnificent: a picturesque waterfall and plunge pool.

Another fabulous road-less-travelled detour is the 50km side track to Mount Hart Wilderness Lodge, which lies deep in the Wunaamin Miliwundi Ranges (formerly King Leopold Ranges) Conservation Park. It’s a glorious road in, and a stay here is a fascinating insight into station life.

Damage caused by record floods in 2022 closed two fabulous properties – Mornington Wilderness Camp and Charnley River Station – run by the Australian Wildlife Conservancy (AWC) and devoted to conserving the Kimberley’s endangered wildlife. They remained closed through 2023 and 2024.

The Drama of Mitchell Plateau

Rock art, wildlife and waterfalls

There’s rock art across the Kimberley, but the two Munurru sites, deep in the Inner Kimberley on the Mitchell Plateau, are two of the best. Munurru Rock Art Site #1 has incredible Wandjina and kangaroo rock art on the back side of a clump of sandstone boulders; Wandjina is an arresting and culturally significant rain-maker spirit found across the Kimberley. The second site, Munurru Rock Art Site #2, features Gwion Gwion images, a style of painting unique to the Kimberley and dominated by elegant, stylised human figures. Much debate surrounds the dating of the Gwion Gwion paintings, with estimates ranging from 12,000 to 45,000 years old. Both sites are accessible from the Munurru Campground on the banks of the King Edward River.

Deeper into the north, Mitchell River National Park contains the stunning, multi-tiered Punamii-Uunpuu (Mitchell Falls). If one place sums up the Kimberley’s charm, it’s this rugged slice of paradise. To get here, it’s a 4.3km one-way walking track from Mertens Campground, through spinifex, woodlands and gorge country, with Wandjina and Gwion Gwion rock-art sites, secluded waterholes, lizards, wallabies and brolgas shadowing you all the way. You can only get in here in the Dry, when the site is impressive but water volumes are low.


FIRST NATIONS WEST KIMBERLEY TOURS

Girloorloo Tours

Guided trips through Mimbi Caves with local Dreaming stories, bush tucker and traditional medicines.

Bungoolee Tours

Bunuba lawman Dillon Andrews runs great tours through the West Kimberley gorges, explaining the story of Jandamarra.

Uptuyu

Down in Nyikina Country, Neville runs ‘designer’ cultural tours taking in wetlands, rock art, fishing and Aboriginal communities.

Kimberley Dreamtime Adventure Tours

Camp under the stars, ride camels, fish, hunt, walk and learn about Aboriginal culture, 126km southeast of Derby.

Darngku Heritage Tours

Bunuba guides immerse you in First Nations culture on fab cruises through Geikie (Darngku) Gorge.






ROAD TRIP
Gibb River Road


Among the great rites of passage of outback travel, the Gibb River Road runs for 660 glorious kilometres, from Derby to Kununurra (or vice versa). En route, it passes through grand red-rock mountain ranges sheltering millennia-old rock art, crosses numerous rivers, and takes you within sight of some of Australia’s most dramatic gorge country. Unsealed for most of the way, this is a 4WD-only adventure. But what an adventure it is.
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1 Derby

Derby can feel like the end of the road, so remote is it from the rest of Australia. But it’s just the start of your journey. Filled with the boab trees that are so prevalent across the Kimberley, and with art centres that speak to the soulful presence of First Nations communities who are the Traditional Custodians of the land you’re about to cross, it’s an evocative place. Stock up on supplies and information, and swap stories with those coming the other way.

The Drive: The Gibb’s first 100-plus kilometres are sealed. Thereafter expect some sandy sections, with corrugations late in the dry season. Consider (unpaved) detours to Windjana and other gorges.

2 Inglis Gap

By the time you reach Inglis Gap, a saddle area near the western edge of the Wunaamin Miliwundi Ranges (formerly King Leopold Ranges) Conservation Park, you know what you’re in for: a horizon filled with mountains that, close to sunrise and sunset, take on a fiery, reddish tinge. There’s a lookout near the road’s high point – at sunset it’s one of the loveliest anywhere along the Gibb.

The Drive: Possible detours include Mt Hart Wilderness Lodge (100km return) and Bell Gorge (58km return), both must-dos. You’ll also pass Adcock and Galvans Gorge, with part of the road paved en route.


3 Mt Barnett Roadhouse

By the time you reach Mt Barnett Roadhouse, you’re almost halfway done with the Gibb, but there’s still so much to take in. The Roadhouse is a classic outback outpost: unassuming, filled with flies, fried food and basic supplies, a couple of antique-looking fuel pumps, and all in the heart of spectacular country. Watch as everyone who pulls up is desperate for a chat, whether it’s to gush at what they’ve seen or ask about road conditions up ahead.

The Drive: You’ll pass Ellenbrae Station, turnoffs to Kalumburu and Mitchell River, cross the mighty Durack River, then climb through the Pentecost Ranges with views of the Cockburn Ranges, Cambridge Gulf and Pentecost River.
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Pentecost River Crossing | ALEX COUTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Pentecost River Crossing

If there’s a high point of the Gibb, we reckon it might just be the crossing of the Pentecost River. As you approach, the classic Gibb image comes into view: a wide river crossing fringed with mangroves and the Cockburn Ranges as a backdrop. Once you cross, there’s a real sense of achievement (the river crossings and unsealed road is now behind you), but don’t forget to spend some time here by the river, marvelling at the beauty of this special place.

The Drive: It’s a beautiful 112km drive on good tarmac road in the shadow of the Cockburn Ranges. Along the way, you’ll pass turnoffs to El Questro Wilderness Park and Emma Gorge.

5 Kununurra

Kununurra is one of northwestern Australia’s most appealing towns. And after where you’ve come from, it will feel like an oasis where you can sleep in a comfy bed, order a cold beer and generally reconnect to the world of people. It has a number of attractions in or close to the town, including Lake Argyle, and there’s water everywhere from the Ord River, which you’ll cross on your approach into town, to lovely Lily Creek Lagoon that licks at the town centre.




The Remote North

Wunambal Gaambera Country

Isolated Kalumburu, Western Australia’s most northerly settlement nearly 380km north of the Gibb River Road, is a picturesque Aboriginal community nestled beneath giant mango trees and coconut palms on the King Edward River. There’s rock art and a WWII bomber wreck nearby, and stunning hour-glass Wongalala Falls, which only opened to non-Aboriginal tourists in 2018, empties into a large, perfectly circular plunge pool.

To visit, purchase the Ununguu Visitor Pass (adult/family five-day pass $50/120), which covers the Ngauwudu Road Zone (ie Mitchell Plateau, Mitchell Falls and Munurru Campground). Passes can be purchased online from Wunambal Gaambera Aboriginal Corporation (wunambalgaambera.org.au).

The Iconic Pentecost River Crossing

Take the photo of the Kimberley

As you continue east, you’ll pass some of the icons of the Gibb, like Ellenbrae Station and the Durack River Crossing. But there is no spot more famous than the Pentecost River Crossing. It’s where you return to the paved road (if you’re coming from the west) or where it ends (if you’re coming from Kununurra or Wyndham). It’s a beautiful spot: the rocky shore under a piercing blue sky, or the dramatic thunderclouds of the Wet, the mangroves, the birdsong... And that photo.

You’d be surprised how many travellers coming from the east arrive, take some general photos and return back the way they came. This makes sense during the wet season because the crossing is quite a challenge, whether in your vehicle (the river can be over a metre deep) or on foot (saltwater crocodiles inhabit most Kimberley waterways). But when water levels are low, especially later in the Dry or before the rains arrive in October or November, you can easily drive across and take the photo that has come to define the Kimberley in all its glory: facing east with the river in the foreground, and the superb Cockburn Range as a backdrop.

Gorges & Canyons at El Questro

Experience the Kimberley’s most popular resort

If you’ve spent any time in the Kimberley, you’ll know the deal: a vast-form cattle station, scenic gorges, and friendly hosts to welcome you in from the wild. This vast 400,000-hectare former cattle station turned international resort is the Kimberley at its busiest, which, depending on where you’re coming from, may be too much or just what you need. Explore the El Questro Gorge (with its permanent, spring-fed pools) or Amelia Gorge on foot, and don’t miss the hot Zebedee Springs with their soothing Livistona palms. Also part of this stirring network of sheer-walled canyons, massive Chamberlain Gorge is best explored by boat: either rent your own or go with Chamberlain Gorge Boat Tours.

Sadly, you can only explore the park from April to September. The resort is closed the rest of the year, and with it all access to these spectacular places.
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EAST KIMBERLEY FIRST NATIONS TOURS

Luridgii Tours

Be guided through the gorges, thermal pools and Dreaming stories of Miriuwung Country by this Kununurra-based operator on these 4WD cultural tag-alongs.

Waringarri Art & Culture Tours

Informative 2½-hour art and culture tours around Mirima National Park (including a stunning Sunset Tour) near Kununurra.

Just Over the Hills

4WD tag-along tours showcase local culture and rock art out of Wyndham, with special women-only tours on demand.

Bungle Bungle Guided Tours

First Nations–run half-day walking tours to Cathedral Gorge and Echidna Chasm and full-day helicopter ride/hike helicopter tours to to Piccaninny Gorge.




FOR MORE GORGES

Western Australia does some of Australia’s most spectacular gorges, and not just in the Kimberley and Purnululu National Park. Other spectacular sites include Karijini National Park in the Pilbara, and Kalbarri National Park, north of Geraldton.



Take the Plunge in Emma Gorge

Swim gin-clear waters

By the same people who brought you El Questro, Emma Gorge is a striking defile beneath the achingly beautiful walls of the Cockburn Range. And like El Questro, apart from the well-maintained gravel access road, the gorge is just off the paved section of the Gibb River Road.

The transparent waters of the gorge’s plunge pool are like a hidden garden: the gorge walls are so steep that the sun barely reaches the bottom, and vivid green plant life climbs the cliffs.

Like El Questro, Emma Gorge is only open and accessible from April to September when the resort is open.

Art & Sunset Strolls in Kununurra

Rest in a Kimberley oasis

You wouldn’t cross the Kimberley just to visit Kununurra, which is on Miriwoong Country, near the Northern Territory border. But if you’re in the area, it’s one of the better places to rest from life on the road.

An important agricultural town, the town has lovely Lily Creek Lagoon at its heart; go for a walk beneath the eucalypts at sunset and count the number of finch species you encounter (watch for freshwater crocs). Also good at sunset, Kelly’s Knob, on Kununurra’s northern edge, has fine views.

But perhaps Kununurra’s greatest highlight is the 2½-hour art and culture tour run by Waringarri Art & Culture Tours. First they’ll take you to Waringarri Aboriginal Arts Centre with its works by local and Kalumburu artists. Then they’ll take you through Mirima National Park with its eroded gorges, boab trees and wildlife-filled walking trails, telling Dreaming stories as you go.


KIMBERLEY FESTIVALS

Ord Valley Muster

Celebrating the muster of livestock in this vast cattle country, Kununurra hosts concerts, sporting events and cultural performances in May.

Mowanjum Festival

Held in July, this West Kimberley festival celebrates Ngarinyin, Worrorra and Wunambal culture.

Boab Festival

Derby’s celebration of the boab includes mud footy, crab races, street parades, art exhibitions and dinner on the mudflats.

Wyndham Races

Among Australia’s oldest country race meetings, Wyndham Races in August is an excuse for everyone to dress up.

Ardi Festival

Over on the Dampier Peninsula in Lombadina community, they celebrate Ardi culture with music, food and art between June and September.






Purnululu National Park

OUTBACK LANDSCAPES | HIKING | SCENIC FLIGHTS
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UNESCO World Heritage–listed Purnululu National Park, colloquially known as the Bungle Bungles and the traditional lands of the Gija, Jaru and Malngin peoples, is like a lost fortress of the outback cast into stone. Consisting of eroded sandstone plugs, this magical, some would say otherworldly, place is easily one of Australia’s most unusual mountain ranges. It’s also widely recognised as the finest example of cone karst sandstone in the world. Its appeal also has a lot to do with Purnululu’s deliciously remote location: access is along a 55km-long sandy track that’s impassable in the Wet and includes a handful of creek crossings. Walk the trails that bisect the giant outcrops. Take a scenic flight and look down on this lost city from above. And watch from the west as the setting sun ignites the range into a blaze of colour. Whatever you do, it’s easily one of the outback’s most special destinations.


GETTING AROUND

There are only two ways to get to Purnululu: by road in a 4WD or on a flight (either a scenic flight or one that flies into the Purnululu airstrip as part of a tour). Once you’re here, well-maintained vehicle tracks connect the main areas of the park, and from there hiking trails fan out into the labyrinthine gorges and canyons. Although the 50-something-kilometre track from the Great Northern Highway is usually in good condition, don’t even think about taking a 2WD in here.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Purnululu National Park

SIGHTS

2 Cathedral Gorge

3 Echidna Chasm

4 Mini Palms Gorge

5 Whip Snake Gorge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Bungle Bungle Guided Tours

SLEEPING

7 Bungle Bungle Savannah Lodge

8 Walardi Campsite

INFORMATION

9 Visitor Centre
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Although the exact dates vary from one year to the next, the access road from the Great Northern Highway to Purnululu National Park is closed to all vehicles during the wet season. As a result, don’t plan on visiting between October and April inclusive.



Explore Purnululu National Park

Hike and drive the Bungle Bungles

You never forget your first sighting of the Bungle Bungles. As you drive in the 55km from the Great Northern Highway, they appear first as a low presence on the horizon, and it’s only as you draw near that an awareness of their strangeness takes hold – it really is like approaching the ramparts of a mirage.

Where the road hits the T-junction, pick up hiking maps at the park’s visitor centre. If you turn right, the southern section of the park will see you pulling over often for photos (especially at the rock formation known as Elephant Rock). The undoubted highlight in these parts is Cathedral Gorge and The Domes Walk; the former is just a 2km walk from the car park but takes you into another world of overhanging rocks in an amphitheatre-like basin. Whip Snake Gorge (10km return, three hours) from the southern car park is another possibility for figs, ferns and a small rockhole.

Return north to the visitor centre, then continue north along a rockier track. Where the road ends, Echidna Chasm involves a walk through a gorge so narrow that looks like it was sliced through the rock with a knife; there and back is just 2km. On no account miss Mini Palms Gorge with its deep greens (palms), reds (the rock walls) and blues (the sky).

Take a Scenic Flight

A bird’s-eye view of the Bungle Bungles

One of the most popular places in Australia for a scenic flight, Purnululu is like nothing you’ve ever seen from above. Flights can usually be arranged from Kununurra, Halls Creek and elsewhere. For the standard helicopter sightseeing flight out over the park and back again, HeliSpirit is a hugely experienced outfit; it can also arrange flights over just about anywhere in the Kimberley.

Bungle Bungle Guided Tours is another option, offering small plane or helicopter flights over and to the park, combined with guided hikes through Cathedral Gorge, Domes and/or Echidna Chasm.


PURNULULU’S BEST VIEWS

Kungkalanayi Lookout

What a view! If it’s not sunset when you arrive, plan to return when it is. Perhaps the park’s best view.

Walardi Campsite

Southern campsite with a fine sunset viewpoint. A fantastic base for exploring the park’s southern trails.

The Bloodwoods

One of our favourite spots for a picnic, the Bloodwoods is filled with palms.






Places We Love to Stay



$ Cheap $$ Moderate $$$ Pricey



Margaret River & Around

Burnside Organic Farm $$$ Ecofriendly luxury bungalows in superb rural setting with vineyards, and agritourism activities among other delightful experiences.

Forest Rise $$$ Pamper yourself at this eco-certified 97-hectare estate offering nature, wellness and exclusive luxury.

Acacia Chalets $$$ Immerse yourself in nature at this pristine getaway with self-contained chalets among rural surrounds.

Albany & Around

1849 Backpackers $ One of WA’s best backpackers, this social, central, well-run hostel features a massive kitchen.

Maitraya $$$ Famous for once hosting Lady Gaga, this luxury escape has a spectacular clifftop location overlooking the Southern Ocean.

Kalgoorlie & Around

Wave Rock Caravan Park $ If you’re here to get the most out of Katta Kich, this caravan park is HQ for all its attractions.

Palace Hotel $$ Staying in an historic pub is the quintessential Kalgoorlie experience and this grand 1897 delivers with plenty of local character.

Kalbarri

Gecko Lodge $$ The pick of Kalbarri’s accommodation, this luxury B&B has spa-bath suites with balconies and morning muffins.

Shark Bay

Hamelin Outback Station Stay $ Fantastic conservation reserve run by NGO Bush Heritage Australia with rooms in converted shearers’ quarters and bush campsites.

Monkey Mia Dolphin Resort $ Superb beachside place with camping grounds to high-end rooms, restaurant, bar, two pools, shop and tour booking office.

Dirk Hartog Island Eco Lodge $$$ There are rooms in atmospheric, century-old limestone shearers’ quarters, camping ground and glamping tents.

Beyond Carnarvon

3-Mile Camp $ Wonderfully sited camping ground on the Quobba Coast with shaded sites, grocery store and a fabulous position.

Mt Augustus Outback Tourist Park $ Alongside Mt Augustus National Park, this caravan park has views, motel rooms and simple pre-fab ‘dongas’.

Exmouth & Ningaloo Coast

Yardie Homestead Caravan Park $ Near Yardie Creek, this former sheep station has cabins, grassy sites and good facilities.

Ningaloo Lodge $$ An excellent deal, this place has small, cheerful rooms, well-equipped communal kitchen and laundry, barbecue, pool and courtyard.

Sal Salis $$$ One of the finest glamping experiences along the WA coast with stunning tents, gourmet meals, a free bar (!) and activities.

Karijini National Park

Dales Gorge Campground $ This large Parks & Wildlife Service camping ground offers shaded sites in a great location.

Karijini Eco Retreat $$$ This 100% Aboriginal-owned retreat is a model for sustainable tourism with cheaper tents up to comfortable glamping and a restaurant.
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Karratha

Latitude20 The Dunes $ Alongside coastal mangroves 3km from Karratha, try these spacious, modern studio apartments; there’s a pool.

Best Western Plus The Ranges $$ South of town, this sprawling complex has a pool, abundant trees and great rooms.

Cossack & Around

Cossack Budget Accommodation $ A basic B&B in the old police station, this quiet place is ideal after the crowds leave.

Latitude20 Roebourne Village $ Swish by motel standards, this place is unsurprisingly popular with mine workers and is Roebourne’s best.

Broome

Beaches of Broome $ An upmarket designer hostel, this fine place has dorms, air-con rooms, pool, poolside bar and bike hire.

Bali Hai Resort & Spa $$$ Lush and with a touch of Zen, this small resort has gorgeously decorated studios, villas, spa and cafe.

Broome Town B&B $$$ This boutique-style B&B has Broome-style high-pitched roofs, wooden louvres, jarrah floors and tasteful rooms.

Eco Beach Wilderness Retreat $$$ Wonderfully isolated (120km southwest of Broome), supremely comfortable, with fine-dining meals and above a deserted beach. Bliss.

Dampier Peninsula

Gumbanan Wilderness Retreat $ On unspoiled mangrove coast, glorious Gumbanan offers campsites, simple safari tents, Indigenous tours and meals from April to September.

Gnylmarung Retreat $ Secluded, low-key campsites on a beautiful stretch of Middle Lagoon – a gorgeous spot.

Cygnet Bay Pearl Farm $$ On Bardi Jawi Country by Cygnet Bay, this place has campsites, safari tents, air-con pearlers’ shacks, tours and meals.

Goombaragin Eco Retreat $$ In a glorious location on Pender Bay, this eco-retreat does campsites, safari tents and pizza nights.

Great Northern Highway

Jarlarloo Riwi $ The camping ground for Mimbi Caves, this is a beautiful spot with bush sites, BBQs and modern amenities.

Kimberley Hotel $$ In Halls Creek, Kimberley Hotel has a range of rooms in shaded grounds with pool and the town’s best meals.

Derby

Desert Rose $$ This delightful B&B has individually styled rooms, a shady pool, sumptuous breakfasts and Anne, the knowledgeable host.

The Kimberley

Mount Hart Wilderness Lodge $ At this privately run lodge, expect grassy campsites, rooms, safari tents, meals, swimming holes and gorges.

Home Valley Station $ Amazing Home Valley is a hospitality training resort for local Balanggarra people with superb accommodation and meals.

Ellenbrae Station $ Famous for fresh scones, atmospheric Ellenbrae Station does cheap campsites and quirky stockmen cabins.

Imintji Campground $ This community-run camping ground promises shady sites and modern facilities.

El Questro Homestead $$$ High on the cliffs above Chamberlain Gorge, these luxury rooms include gourmet meals.

Emma Gorge Resort $$$ Safari-tent cabins don’t quite live up to the surrounds, but there’s an open-air bar and restaurant.

Kununurra

Hidden Valley Tourist Park $ Beneath the outcrops of Mirima National Park, this excellent place has campsites and cabins.

Kimberley Grande Resort $$ Across the road from the lagoon, this stylish place has large and semi-luxurious rooms and Kununurra’s best restaurant.

Purnululu National Park

Walardi Campsite $ In Purnululu’s south, Walardi has a great position, good sunset views, decent sites and too many generators.

Bungle Bungle Savannah Lodge $$$ One of the best places to stay in the Kimberley, with outstanding cabins and meals.






TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Australia. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Australia and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving


Most visitors reach Australia by air, typically via the major international airports of Sydney (Warrane), Brisbane (Meanjin or Meeanjin) or Melbourne (Naarm or Narrm). All state and territory capitals have an international airport, as do Cairns and the Gold Coast. Hobart’s only direct international route is to Auckland, New Zealand.
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Visas

New Zealand passport holders are the only visitors exempt from applying for a visa or visa waiver (ETA) in advance of travelling to Australia. More than 30 nationalities are eligible for an ETA.




Customs

Australia takes biosecurity very seriously – don’t forget to declare any food products, and even muddy shoes (which will be cleaned for you, not confiscated, if needed).




Duty Free

You’re allowed to bring 2.25L of duty-free alcohol into Australia. If you’re travelling on a budget, it’s wise to grab a few bottles at the airport upon your arrival, before you reach customs.




Wi-Fi & SIM Cards

All of Australia’s international airports offer free wi-fi, with SIM cards available for purchase, though SIM provider options can be limited.
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Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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TOURIST REFUND SCHEME (TRS)

Did you spend $300 or more (including tax) at a single business in Australia within 60 days before your departing flight? That makes you eligible to claim a refund on the tax paid on the goods as you leave through the airport. Goods must be carried on board and presented together with a tax invoice. Check in for your departing flight as early as possible to leave yourself enough time after security to claim your refund; the TRS queue at Sydney Airport, in particular, can be lengthy.







Getting Around


Transport costs can quickly add up, but it’s still much cheaper to use bus, train and light rail networks in major cities rather than taxis and rideshares. A car is ideal outside urban centres.




TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From$55/day

Petrol
Approx $2.20/litre

Bicycle hire
$15/hour

City train fare
From $3–5



Local Networks

States and territories have independent transport networks; visit their websites or download their apps for timetables and fares. All capital cities have bus networks, and all but Darwin and Canberra also have trains. Sydney, Canberra and the Gold Coast have a light rail, and Sydney, Brisbane, Melbourne and Perth have city ferries.

Transport Cards

States and territories also have their own transport cards. The Sydney metro area (including Newcastle) uses the Opal card, southeast Queensland has the Go Card, Victoria the myki card, Perth the SmartRider card, Adelaide the metroCARD, Canberra the MyWay card and Darwin the Tap and Ride card.

DRIVING CONDITIONS

Australia is well connected by road, with sealed roads from north to south and east to west. Most are in good condition, but it’s not a great idea to drive in rural areas after dark due to a good chance of hitting wildlife (or a pothole). A 2WD can handle some unsealed roads, but you’ll need a 4WD to travel north of Cooktown or Broome, or into Arnhem Land.


TIP

Carsharing has taken off in Australia, with popular companies including Uber Carshare and Pop Car. With rates from around $5.50/hr (plus joining fee), it can be cheaper than hiring a car.



[image: jpg]


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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 Speed limit is 50km/hr in built-up areas, and up to 110km/hr on other roads
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The blood alcohol limit is 0.05%



Electric Vehicles

Electric vehicles (EVs) generally cost more to rent than petrol vehicles in Australia, but you needn’t have range anxiety on an East Coast Australia road trip. Chargefox has the widest network, with charging priced at 30c/kWh to 40c/kWh. Download the Chargefox app for network maps and more.

Long-Distance Trains & Buses

Australia’s extensive bus network is reliable and reasonably priced. Most buses are equipped with air-con, comfortable seats and decent toilets; all are smoke-free and some have wi-fi. Trains are slower and less frequent. The Ghan rail journey between Adelaide and Darwin is a once-in-a-lifetime trip.

Buying a Car

If you plan to stay several months and do plenty of driving, buying a car can work out to be cheaper than renting one. In Sydney, consult sydneytravellerscarmarket.com.au or check the used-car outlets lining Parramatta Rd. Travellers’ Autobarn (travellers-autobarn.com.au) is a useful site for buyers and sellers.







Money


Currency: Australian Dollar ($)



Credit Cards & Electronic Payments


There are ATMs just about everywhere and major credit cards are widely accepted, though there’s often a surcharge. Cryptocurrency (particularly Bitcoin) is accepted at some major tourist destinations. Contactless payment, where you touch your credit or debit card against the reader rather than typing in your PIN, is now common.

Cash


Paying in cash is still widely accepted across Australia, but the option is decreasing. It’s best to keep some cash on you, though, especially if you’re travelling to small towns and remote areas. Australia also has a strong busking culture you might choose to support.

Taxes & Tipping

A 10% goods and services tax (GST) is automatically included in almost everything you buy, Australia-wide. Tipping isn’t traditionally part of Australian etiquette, but it’s increasingly the norm to tip around 10% to 15% for good service in restaurants, and a few dollars for taxi drivers.
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START SAVING

It’s no secret that Australia is one of the most expensive places in the world to live, largely due to high inflation combined with relatively high wages. Wars in Ukraine and the Middle East have also impacted the price of commodities such as petrol. This makes Australia an expensive place to visit, too, but travellers from the UK, Europe and the US could get pretty good bang for their pound/euro/buck at the time of research, with the Australian dollar buying approximately £0.50/€0.60/US$0.70.




HOW MUCH FOR...

major museum entry
usually free

concert or theatre show
from $100

metered parking
up to $10/hr

major Gold Coast theme park entry
$109–119
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How to… Save Some Money

Booking flights and accommodation well in advance (with cancellation protection for peace of mind), and outside school holidays (which vary between states) are great ways to keep costs down. Major museums and galleries are typically free, and most cinemas offer discounts on Monday or Tuesday. Using public transport at off-peak times will also save you money, as will making use of the free gas barbecues found in many coastal parks.


TOLL ROADS

If you use a toll road in Sydney, Melbourne or Queensland, check Linkt (linkt.com.au) as soon as possible after your trip to pay any fees incurred – or risk copping a fine.
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Accommodation

Camping & Glamping

Queensland national park campsites have Australia’s cheapest camping rates at just $7.25 per person, per night. Fees vary for national park camping grounds in other states and territories, while fees at commercial camp sites are approximately $30 for an unpowered site and upwards of $40 for a powered site. Glamping outfits offer more luxuries, with higher price points to match.

Stay in a Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage

Every coastal state and territory is home to at least one historic lighthouse with an attached cottage you can stay in. Some of the most atmospheric are found in Byron Bay, Seal Rocks, Barunguba Montague Island and Beowa (formerly Ben Boyd) National Park in New South Wales (NSW); Wilsons Promontory (hike in, dorm only) and Cape Otway in Victoria, and Rottnest Island (WA).

Hostels

Backpacker hostels offer an affordable and sociable way of exploring Australia. There are clusters of them in cities and popular regional destinations – including Airlie Beach, Cairns, Byron Bay and Broome (Rubibi) – and they range from modest, family-run places to huge, custom-built party resorts. Dorm-bed prices start at around $30 and increase to $55 in flash city hostels, with private rooms also often available.

Tiny Stays

Tiny house accommodation has taken off around Australia. Offering a taste of camping without the canvas, tiny stays are typically self-contained, off-grid stays for up to two people, but many can also accommodate a kid or two. Unyoked has a huge collection of cabins along the East Coast and around Perth, and CABN has a wide range of options in South Australia.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a B&B
$200

a hostel dorm bed
$30

a camping ground
from $7.25
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Sleep on the Great Barrier Reef

Stay at one of the island resorts and glamping sites dotted along the reef, camp in an island national park for a bargain (only $7.25) or spend the night on a pontoon moored beside the reef. Lady Musgrave Experience offers glamping on the Southern Great Barrier Reef; Cruise Whitsundays offers ‘Reefsuites’ (underwater rooms) and ‘Reefsleep’ (upper-deck swags) on the Central Great Barrier Reef.



DO I AIRBNB?

Peer-to-peer accommodation rental companies such as Airbnb are ubiquitous across Australia. Travellers have benefited from the boost in accommodation choices, yet for many locals it has distorted property valuations, pricing them out of the area. Among the regional communities that have been upended by the trend is Byron Bay, where a hard-won 60-day cap on short-term accommodation rentals is due to begin in 2024. If you must Airbnb, opting for a room in an owner-occupied property rather than a private property puts somewhat less stress on local housing demands.
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Family Travel


Travelling in Australia as a family can create so many highlights of a lifetime. Yes, distances are long, but there’s much to see and do, from family-friendly beaches and other aquatic activities, theme parks and national parks to museums and wildlife parks where you can get a stellar view of the native creatures.



Wildlife Experiences

Zoo-going families will love Taronga Zoo Sydney, Healesville Sanctuary and Australia Zoo. Also offering close-up (but hands-off) views are koala sanctuaries including Port Stephens Koala Sanctuary.

For wild encounters, watch penguins arrive at sunset on Phillip Island. Walk among quokkas on Rottnest Island, and spot whales along the East and West Coasts between May and November.


Child Safety Seats

Safety restraints are compulsory for all children up to seven years. If you don’t bring your own, major car-hire companies will supply and fit child safety seats for around $20 per day.



Breastfeeding & Prams

You have the right in Australia to breastfeed your baby in public wherever you may be, and most Australians won’t bat an eyelid when you do. All cities and major towns also have public rooms where parents can breastfeed or change nappies (diapers). Cities and larger coastal hubs are pram-friendly; some smaller and outback towns may lack footpaths.


Sun Safety

Australia’s high UV levels can be especially harsh on babies and young kids. Cancer Council NSW recommends reducing your children’s exposure to the sun, especially between 10am and 2pm (11am and 3pm daylight saving time).




Best Attractions for Families

Gold Coast theme parks

The ‘big three’ include Wet’n’Wild, Warner Bros, Movie World and Dreamworld.

Great Barrier Reef

Kids old enough to snorkel will be dazzled by a day trip to the reef.

Kid-friendly museums

Canberra is packed with museums for the whole family.

Sydney Harbour BridgeClimb

Kids over eight years and 120cm tall can join the urban family adventure.

Patrolled beaches

Keep the whole family safe and choose beaches with on-duty lifeguards.
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KEEPING FAMILY TRAVEL COSTS DOWN

Child concessions (and family rates) often apply to accommodation, tours, admission fees and transport, with some discounts as high as 50% off the adult rate. However, the definition of ‘child’ varies from under five years, 12 years or 18 years, so always check. Museums and galleries are often free.

Another great way to keep costs down is staying at the East Coast’s excellent holiday parks, which typically offer easy beach access along with playgrounds and swimming pools to keep kids entertained without spending extra. Most cafes, pubs and restaurants offer children’s menus, or will provide a child-sized (entrée) portion for a smaller price on request.







Health & Safe Travel

HEALTH CARE

Health-care standards are high in Australia, with the Medicare system covering Australian residents for some health-care costs. Visitors from countries with which Australia has a reciprocal health-care agreement are eligible for benefits specified under the Medicare system. For further details, visit servicesaustralia.gov.au/reciprocal-health-care-agreements. If you’re not covered by Medicare, a short consultation with a local GP will usually set you back $70 or $80.

Bushwalking & Bushfire Safety

Dehydration and hypothermia are among the biggest risks on a bushwalk, especially if you get lost. Never walk alone, always tell someone where you’re going and when you plan to return, wear the appropriate gear, pack plenty of water and snacks, and check the weather forecast – especially for bushfires, a risk during the warmer months – before you set off.

Drugs & Alcohol

At the time of research there was a bill before parliament that would see the recreational use of cannabis legalised, but for now, getting caught with cannabis and other illegal drugs could see you end up with a criminal record, or worse. Random breath testing is common and penalties can be severe for drink-driving.


BE CROCWISE

Heading to Australia’s tropical north? Be crocwise (becrocwise.nt.gov.au) at all times, and heed official advice during the stinger season from November to May.



BEACH SAFETY
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Red-and-yellow flags Swim between the flags/lifeguard on duty.
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Yellow flag Caution required; potential hazards.
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Red flag Danger! No swimming.
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Black-and-white flag Surfcraft riding area boundary.

Bluebottles

The bluebottle is a common, if unwelcome visitor to Australia’s beaches. Identifiable by a blue-tinged bubble trailing long blue tentacles, this jellyfish imparts a nasty, but not fatal, sting. Wash off the stung area with seawater, then immerse the area at a hot temperature you can tolerate; studies have shown that 40°C will produce relief after 10 minutes.
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FLOAT TO SURVIVE

A whopping 75 people died from drowning on Australian beaches in the year to July 2023, with 37% of deaths relating to getting caught in a rip. For the best chance of survival, Float To Survive Australia advises to keep calm, lay back in the water, rotate your arms and legs in a circular motion, then signal for help by raising your hand.









Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast (7am–9am, later at weekends) Typically toast, fruit with yoghurt or cereal, and espresso coffee.

Brunch (from 7am but often later) Going out for breakfast on the weekend.

Smoko (mid-morning or afternoon) Aussie slang for a brief break, as less than 10% of Australians actually smoke.

Lunch (noon–2pm) Anything from a salad, sandwich or sushi on the go to a pub lunch to a fancy lunch with wine – the latter more common on weekends.

Dinner (6–9pm) Anything from a light dish to a three-course meal.



Where to Eat

Bakeries A popular breakfast or lunch stop with pies, sausage rolls, quiches and coffee, and usually also sandwiches.

Cafes Some people just come for coffee, but Aussie cafes are also known for their sumptuous breakfast menus with wholesome options.

Pubs Many pubs have food specials on certain nights, making dining out more affordable.

RSLs Services clubs across the country (and RSL-run bowling clubs) are great for a budget pub-style feed.


MENU DECODER

Pie Always savoury, and purchased from a bakery. Sweet pies are identified by name (eg ‘lemon meringue pie’).

Parmi/parma/parmy Pub staple of crumbed chicken topped with tomato pasta sauce and cheese, served with chips (fries) and salad.

Damper Basic bread made from wheat flour, water and a pinch of salt, then baked in the coals of a campfire. Traditionally served with honey.

Burger with the lot Beef patty, bacon, cheese, lettuce, tomato, beetroot, egg and pineapple. Delicious.

Barbie Barbecue – anything from sausages to steak, burgers, seafood, other proteins and/or veggies.

Snags Sausages – usually beef, sometimes chicken but rarely pork. Synonymous with budget barbecues.

Jaffle Closed toasted sandwich, made in a jaffle iron/machine (different to a sandwich press).
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How to… Nail Aussie Barbecue Etiquette

Aussies love a barbecue; a tradition thought to date from the 1960s, when the ‘chop picnic’ – the act of resting a mesh grill over a fire with a few bricks to cook some chops – became part of the vernacular.

If you’re invited to a ‘barbie’, your host might ask you to ‘bring a plate’. This means a plate of food; if they don’t specify, a salad or cheeseboard is a good bet. If you’re instructed to simply ‘bring yourself’, bring your own drinks anyway, or at least a bottle for the host.

The host typically provides condiments and salads, and usually also bread for sausage sandwiches (BYO burger buns). When food is being provided, don’t hog the prime cuts, and check that everyone has been served before going back for seconds. The dress code is always casual.


HOW MUCH FOR...

coffee
$5

pie at a bakery
$6

cafe breakfast or lunch dish
$15–28

schooner of beer
$8–14

glass wine at a bar
from $10

deli sandwich
$10–16

pub meal
$18–25

three-course meal at a good restaurant
$80–120



How to… Choose an Australian Wine

Most Australian restaurants champion local produce, which increasingly extends to the wine list. If you’re not familiar with local wine, what do you select?

Start with asking your server, who, if it’s a nice restaurant, should always be able to recommend the perfect drop for your dish. And don’t be shy in asking for a taste – most venues will oblige. If you prefer whites, Hunter Valley semillon and sauvignon blanc pair well with fresh seafood and salads; a buttery Margaret River chardonnay is a better match for fattier fare, like pastas with cream sauces; and Clare Valley riesling is a good choice for Asian-style dishes. Full-bodied Australian reds like shiraz and cabernet sauvignon, meanwhile, were made for enjoying with full-flavoured dishes and grilled meats, while lighter, more versatile pinot noir can be a good match for everything from grilled salmon to pork loin. Most Australian rosés are dry.

Natural (aka minimal-intervention) wine is increasingly appearing on Australian wine lists. Among the most popular varieties are orange wines, the name given to white wines made with grapes left in contact with their skins anywhere from a few days to several months, creating a more textured and richly flavoured white. They pair well with a wide range of dishes, and while the theory that natural wine doesn’t cause hangovers is a myth, you can nevertheless feel good about supporting more sustainable wine production.
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Did You Know?

Australia has more than 2400 wineries in 65 wine regions around the country. The Northern Territory is the only state or territory without at least one working winery.




DRINKING LIKE AN AUSSIE

Australian attitudes to alcohol are changing. The younger generation is increasingly abstaining, and staying on the wagon is now more likely to be respected. That said, most Aussies love a drink, with 5% of the population enjoying a boozy beverage every day.

Due to the high cost of alcohol in Australia, much of the drinking is done at home, often at barbecues. When Australians go out to drink, many like to start early. The climate lends well to weekend day drinking, which might see locals ‘call it a night’ by dinnertime. Aussies are also partial to happy hours (typically 4pm to 5pm or 6pm). Queensland venues are not permitted to advertise happy hours outside the premises – call to check.

While pubs tend to get busy from around 6pm, some city bars don’t get going until around 8pm. Most pubs and bars close by midnight or even earlier, especially in smaller towns, but some venues in big cities open until as late as 3am. House wine is typically drinkable, but not memorable. Most pubs and bars have craft beers on tap along with traditional big-brand lagers, and increasingly a non-alc beer option. A ‘beer’ on the East Coast is usually a schooner (425mL). A smaller beer (285mL) is a ‘pot’ in Victoria and Queensland, and a ‘middy’ in NSW.

Ordering is done at the bar, with rare exceptions; tipping isn’t expected. However, if you pay in cash, dropping a few coins in the tip jar when the bartender is watching can go a long way.









Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Brunch for Equality

In Melbourne’s Balaclava, All Things Equal is a social-enterprise cafe staffed by an all-abilities crew. Proceeds from its tasty vegetarian and pescatarian dishes – from smashed avo to barramundi fish cakes – go towards inclusive employment.

Visit a Koala Sanctuary

Entry fees and donations made to the likes of the Port Stephens Koala Sanctuary and Koala Conservation Australia’s koala hospital in Port Macquarie help to support the care and conservation of an Aussie icon.

Contribute to an Understanding of Australia

Photos of your encounters with Australian organisms uploaded to the iNaturalist app (inaturalist.ala.org.au) are shared with scientists working to better understand and protect nature.

Explore with a Sustainable Tourism–Certified Operator

Ecotourism Australia certifies tourism operators, and also destinations (including Margaret River), for having a well-managed commitment to sustainable practices. Look for its ECO Certified (for nature-based operators) and Sustainable Tourism Certified labels.
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The East Coast is laced with rail trails to explore. Try the Northern Rivers Rail Trail in NSW or the Great Southern Rail Trail in Victoria.




Support artistic traditions with the purchase of works from Indigenous Art Centres such as Ernabella Arts (ernabellaarts.com.au) in South Australia.



VISIT A CARBON-NEUTRAL MUSEUM

The Australian Museum in Sydney is the first natural history museum in Australia to receive the Federal Government’s Climate Active certification and is a certified carbon-neutral organisation.
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SIGN UP FOR AN INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCE

Australia’s First Nations have lived in harmony with the natural world for millennia. Learn about their ancient sustainable living practices on Indigenous-guided tours across the country, including in Hobart.

Sip Natural Wine

Get a taste of Australia’s sustainable winemaking scene in the Adelaide Hills on a wine-tasting experience at The Tank in the Uraidla Hotel.

Do It for the Penguins

Home of the iconic Penguin Parade, Phillip Island Nature Parks is a not-for-profit conservation organisation that reinvests profits generated by its five main attractions into conservation, research, ecotourism, environmental and educational initiatives.


Sip creative cocktails at Re (wearere.com.au) in Sydney, the world’s first zero-waste cocktail bar.




Going for a beach walk? Take 3 for the Sea (take3.org).




Green State

Tasmania isn’t only physically green, with national parks covering more than 40% of the island state. It’s also 100% self-sufficient in renewable energy, with a goal to generate 200% by 2040.
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Embrace Tap Water

Approximately 53% of the plastic bottles used in Australia each year end up in landfill. With nearly all tap water perfectly safe to drink (taps are labelled when the water needs to be boiled), there’s no need to buy it.


RESOURCES

lifeunhurried.com Book sustainable stays across Australia.
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farmersmarkets.org.au Locate farmers markets around the country.

[image: jpg]

goodfish.org.au Australia’s first online consumer directory for sustainable seafood.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers


Australia is a popular destination for LGBTIQ+ travellers, with Sydney a big ‘pink dollar’ draw thanks largely to its epic Mardi Gras festival. Same-sex acts are legal in all states, but the age of consent varies. Australians are generally open-minded about same-sex relationships, and acceptance of gender-diverse people is increasing, but you may experience some hostility in more conservative neighbourhoods or rural regions.



Pride Events

The legendary annual Sydney Gay & Lesbian Mardi Gras draws huge numbers of visitors in February and March, as does Melbourne’s Midsumma Festival in January and February. Other major pride events across the country include the Brisbane Pride Festival and Alice Springs’ FabAlice festival (both in March), and Adelaide’s Feast Festival in November. Even Broome has a pride festival, in March, with drag queens on camels. Visit the Australian Pride Network website (australianpridenetwork.com.au/lgbtiq-festivals) for a comprehensive directory of events nationwide.
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Love is Love

Same-sex marriages are legally recognised in Australia after the question was finally put to a national vote in November 2017. Looking to get hitched Down Under? Pink Wedding Australia (pinkweddingaustralia.com) is one of several LGBTIQ+ wedding directories.



RAINBOW NEIGHBOURHOODS

There are plenty of LGBTIQ+ neighbourhoods across Australia’s cities. Connect with your community in the likes of Darlinghurst and Newtown in Sydney, Fitzroy and South Yarra in Melbourne, Fortitude Valley and New Farm in Brisbane, Northbridge in Perth, and North Adelaide. Beyond the capitals, Lismore (NSW) is affectionately known as Lesmore, and Daylesford is widely considered to be the gay capital of regional Victoria.


The Drag Scene

An Australian drag show is a guaranteed good night out. Sydney’s Erskineville Hotel pioneered the ‘drag and dine’ dinner show concept now popular around the country. Nightspots in capital cities and beyond also host everything from drag bingo to drag roulette to trans showgirls variety nights.




Lesbian Capital

There aren’t any local gay bars, yet the outback city of Alice Springs is known as Australia’s lesbian capital; while, statistically speaking, the proportion of lesbian couples in the Australian Capital Territory is 65% higher than the nationwide average.



RESOURCES

Gay & Lesbian Tourism Australia (visitgayaustralia.com.au) General information on gay-friendly businesses, places to stay and nightlife.

Star Observer (starobserver.com.au) Australia’s longest-running publication for LGBTIQ+ communities.

QNews (qnews.com.au) LGBTIQ+ media organisation celebrating diverse stories.







Accessible Travel


While accessible travel remains a work in progress in Australia, awareness of and services for travellers with limited mobility, vision-impaired, hearing-impaired travellers and those with sensory sensitivities, is increasing.



Ability Fest

Held in Melbourne in March, Ability Fest (abilityfest.com.au) is Australia’s first inclusive and accessible music festival. The brainchild of wheelchair tennis star Dylan Alcott, the festival is organised by the Dylan Alcott Foundation.


Airport

Airports can provide assistance for those with accessibility needs, sensory or learning disabilities, or travellers with assistance animals, though it’s best to request assistance from your airline in advance. Visit the Civil Aviation Safety Authority (casa.gov.au/operations-safety-and-travel) for more info.




Accommodation

Legislation requires that new accommodation must meet accessibility standards and tourist operators must not discriminate. Facilities for wheelchairs are improving. Online holiday property directory Hosting With Heart (hostingwithheart.net.au) is committed to accessibility.




RESOURCES

tourism.australia.com The corporate arm of the tourism board has a handy directory of resources and contacts.
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travellersaid.org.au Help for visitors to Melbourne with special needs.
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travewithoutlimits.com.au Australia’s only disability-specific travel magazine.



TRAVEL AGENCIES

Make trip planning easier with providers like Amplify Accessible Travel Specialists (amplifyats.com.au), TravAbility (travability.travel) or Australia in Style (australiainstyle.com.au).

Accessible Beaches & Surfing

Use the Accessible Beaches directory to locate beaches with matting, beach wheelchair hire, accessible parking and more. Or go surfing with The Disabled Surfers Association of Australia.

Toilets & Changing Places

Locate accessible toilets across Australia with the National Public Toilet Map (toiletmap.gov.au) and Changing Places (changingplaces.org.au) .

SENSORY-FRIENDLY MUSEUMS

Sensory-friendly attractions are increasing in Australia, particulary at museums and galleries in capital cities including the Melbourne Museum and the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney. Taronga Zoo Sydney has special access days.


Sunflower

The bright green sunflower lanyard has become an internationally recognised symbol, identifying wearers as people with a hidden disability. Awareness of the scheme in Australia is growing; search for sunflower-friendly places on the official website (hdsunflower.com/au/find-the-sunflower).






How to… Visit the Outback


Exactly where Australia’s outback starts and ends is hard to pin down on a map. But you’ll know you’re there when the sky yawns enormously wide, the horizon is unnervingly empty, and the sparse inhabitants you encounter are incomparably resilient and distinctively Australian. Out here, enduring Indigenous cultures, unique wildlife and intriguing landscapes await the modern-day adventurer.
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When to Go

June through August is when the outback comes into its own. Clear skies, moderate daytime temperatures, cold nights and good driving conditions are the norm. Winter is also the best time to visit the tropical Top End, with low humidity, dry days and mild temperatures. September and October is springtime – and prime time to head into the outback, especially if you’re into wildflowers. The MacDonnell Ranges near Alice Springs and the Flinders Ranges in northern South Australia erupt with colourful blooms. Summer temperatures can be debilitating, and the rains can make Top End roads impassable.

Outback Safety & Driving

Due to the lack of water, long distances between fuel stops and isolation, you need to be very organised and vigilant when travelling in the outback, especially on remote sandy tracks. An emergency communication device, and enough water (5L per person per day, plus extra for the radiator), food and fuel for emergencies are essential. Check road condition reports before you go, and if you break down, stay with your vehicle.

Outback Roadhouses

Outback roadhouses emerge from the heat haze with some regularity: even on the remote Oodnadatta Track or Tanami Track you’ll find petrol and cold beer every few hundred kilometres. Most roadhouses sell 24-hour fuel; some have fry-up restaurants and accommodation out the back, including camp sites, air-conditioned motel-style rooms and/or basic cabins.

Organised Tours

If you don’t feel like doing all the planning and driving, a guided tour is a great way to experience the Aussie outback. These range from beery backpacker jaunts between outback pubs, to Indigenous cultural tours and multiday bushwalking treks into remote wilderness.

Outback Tracks

An interesting/challenging way to get from A to B in the outback is by detouring along historic cattle and rail routes. Some of these tracks are passable in a regulation 2WD, but a 4WD will make for a much more comfortable drive. Be prepared for isolation and minimal facilities, and don’t attempt tougher routes during summer or if there has been flooding.


PERMITS FOR ABORIGINAL LANDS

In the outback, if you plan on driving through pastoral stations and Aboriginal communities, you may need to get permission first. This is for your safety; many travellers have tackled this rugged landscape on their own and required complicated rescues after getting lost or breaking down. Permits are issued by various Aboriginal land-management authorities. Processing applications can take anywhere from a few minutes to a few days.









Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9.30am–4pm Monday to Thursday, to 5pm Friday

Bars 4pm–late

Cafes 7am–3pm

Nightclubs 10pm–4am Thursday to Saturday

Post offices 9am–5pm Monday to Friday; some also 9am–noon Saturday

Pubs 11am–midnight

Restaurants noon–2.30pm and 6–9pm

Shops 9am–4pm

Supermarkets 7am–10pm


Toilets

Larger petrol stations tend to have the best road-trip toilet facilities. National parks typically have non-flush, composting toilets; remember to close the lid.

Smoking

Smoking is forbidden in all enclosed public places, and also some outdoor spaces, including outdoor areas in NSW and Victoria where food is being eaten.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
Three mainland zones: GMT +8, +9½ or +10 hours

Country code
+61

Emergency number
000

Population
25.4 million



Electricity

230V/50Hz

[image: jpg]

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day 1 January

Australia Day 26 January

Labour Day First Monday in March (WA), second Monday in March (Vic, Tas), first Monday in May (Qld, NT), first Monday in October (NSW), second Monday in October (SA, ACT)

Easter (Good Friday to Easter Monday inclusive) Late March or early April

Anzac Day 25 April

King’s Birthday Second Monday in June (last Monday in September in WA, first Monday in October in Qld)

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December

In addition, each state has its own public holidays, from Canberra Day to the Hobart Show Day.

Internet Access

Good in urban areas, unreliable to nonexistent in regional areas. Free wi-fi at cafes is not as common as you might expect.









THE AUSTRALIA

STORYBOOK


Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Australia life



A History of Australia in 15 Places

The story of modern Australia began two and a half centuries ago, but the human history stretches much further back.

Sarah Reid

Meet the Australians

G’day! Or jingi walla – as the Arakwal Bundjalung people would greet you.

Sarah Reid

Multicultural Australia: What Does the Country Look Like Today?

Modern Australia is evolving into a colourful melting pot of cultures.

Sudeshna Ghosh

Footy: More Than a Game

Aussie Rules, known simply as ‘footy’, is Australia’s preeminent sport.

Kat Barber

Australia’s Big Love for Big Things

Quirky roadside attractions continue to dominate the Australian travel landscape.

Ann-Marie Cahill

If These Walls Could Talk: Aussie Pubs

Australian pubs have unique identities, hallmarks and traditions that signal you’re definitely drinking Down Under.

Jo Stewart

The First Foods

A food trend 65,000 years in the making, the rise of native ingredients gives visitors and locals alike the chance to taste Indigenous Australia anew.

Max Veenhuyzen

The Chequered Past of Australian Women

Australian women can be quite different from their sisters overseas, but their colourful history shows us why.

Sue Williams

A Great Australian Bite: Country Bakeries

A long history of colonization and immigration has shaped the Australian food scene, giving rise to country-bakery classics.

Emmylou Dzubiel
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A HISTORY OF AUSTRALIA IN
15 PLACES


The story of modern Australia began two and a half centuries ago with the arrival of Captain (then Lieutenant) Cook. But the human history of Australia stretches much further back, with the ancestral stories of the world’s oldest living cultures describing the very creation of the Land Down Under. By Sarah Reid



AUSTRALIA BECAME ITS own continent about 35 million years ago. Science also tells us that Australia’s First Nations have inhabited it for at least 65,000 years, though from an Indigenous perspective of Creation, they have always been here. Detailing the advanced Aboriginal agricultural practices documented by white settlers, Indigenous author and advocate Bruce Pascoe’s 2014 book Dark Emu effectively ‘cancelled’ the theory that Indigenous Australians led a simple hunter–gatherer lifestyle. To the contrary, they are thought to be the world’s first bakers.

Colonisation began a dark chapter of Australia’s history, with convicts (and also many settlers) subject to harsh conditions, and frontier conflicts between settlers and First Nations resulting in the massacres of Indigenous peoples across the country. More than a century since gaining independence from Great Britain, Australia is a nation still reckoning with its past as it marches towards the future: as a country with much to be proud of.

From the outback to the coast, Australia’s blockbuster scenery is threaded with tens of thousands of years of history. Echoes of penal settlements, seafaring heritage, wartime activities and gold rushes linger in cities and country towns, while Indigenous cultures continue to pulse through this storied land.

1. Great Barrier Reef

GENESIS OF AN ICON

The world’s largest coral reef system is a relatively young addition to the Australian landscape, formed over 7000 years ago when a coastal plain flooded during rapid rise of sea levels, creating shallow regions for corals to grow.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have an enduring connection with the reef. Its 70 Traditional Custodian groups once lived on what is now the sea floor, and cultural knowledge of this time’s practices and sites still remains. Ancestral knowledge continues to play a role in safeguarding the reef today.

2. Arnhem Land

FIRST TRADERS

Makassar men from Sulawesi in Indonesia began visiting the coast of northern Australia as early as the the 1500s to collect and process trepang (sea cucumber). They traded with Aboriginal groups along the coast, particularly the Yolgnu people of East Arnhem Land, whose vocabulary is influenced by the Makassan language. Gnarled tamarind trees still found along the coast of Arnhem Land and the Kimberley are physical reminders of this trading heritage, which declined in the late 19th century. After 1901 the newly formed Australian Government banned trepangers from Makassar in order to protect Australia’s ‘territorial integrity’.

3. Abrolhos Islands

HORROR ON THE HIGH SEAS

One of the worst horror stories in global maritime history unfolded in Western Australia’s waters on 4 June 1629, when the Dutch ship Batavia was wrecked on the Abrolhos Islands. As the ship broke apart, around 300 of its 341 passengers made it ashore. When its commander, Francisco Pelsaert, sailed to Batavia (Jakarta) for help, senior official Jeronimus Cornelisz orchestrated a mutiny that resulted in the murders of 125 survivors. Pelsaert returned to find the mutineers in battle with the remaining survivors, and subsequently tried and convicted Cornelisz and six of his men, who became the first Europeans to be legally executed in Australia.

4. Sydney

A NEW CHAPTER

On 29 April 1770, life on the Australian continent changed forever when Lieutenant James Cook made the first landing of the Endeavour on mainland Australia at Botany Bay. In 1788 the First Fleet brought British officials and convicts to the lands of the people of the Eora Nation, with Governor Arthur Phillip establishing a penal settlement at Warrane on Gadigal Country and renaming it Sydney. Fast-forward 235-odd years and the New South Wales capital is a thriving city of some 5.3 million; its Central Business District (CBD) is now one of the most culturally and linguistically diverse areas of the country.

5. Cooktown

BIRTHPLACE OF RECONCILIATION

The Tropical North Queensland town of Cooktown is a small place with a big history: it was here that on 17 June 1770, Lieutenant Cook beached the Endeavour, which had earlier struck a reef offshore from Cape Tribulation. Cook’s crew spent 48 days here repairing the damage, and generally had amicable dealings with the local Guugu Yimithirr people. But a fight broke out when the British took a dozen green turtles from the river in violation of custom. An Elder prevented major bloodshed by making a peace offering – a gesture thought to be Australia’s first act of reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.
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6. Eden

WHALE TALE

The special relationship between killer whales and the Thaua people of the NSW South Coast preceded European settlement over many generations, with an ancestor known as Budgenbro, or Chief of Twofold Bay, said to have sung songs to a pod and called them towards the beach. Later, an orca known as Old Tom and his pod would help to herd baleen whales into the path of harpoons used by European settlers at Eden’s Twofold Bay, from 1828 to 1930. It’s said that whalers felt so bad when Old Tom died that they funded the construction of the Eden Killer Whale Museum.


7. Adelaide

LAND OF THE FREE

The only Australian capital city that wasn’t settled by convicts, Adelaide was established in 1836 as a planned capital for free European settlers. There was so much optimism for the nation’s first free settled colony of South Australia that no jail was included in the original plans. It was quickly apparent, however, that not everyone in the colony intended to be a law-abiding citizen, and tenders were swiftly sought for a prison. The first state to give women the vote in 1890s, the SA capital has often been at the vanguard of political and social change.

8. Melbourne

GOLDEN GRID

Unlike Sydney, Victoria’s capital was formally planned, its grid design conceived in 1837, paving the way for the ease of navigating Melbourne today. An important meeting place for the Kulin Nation, the first colonial settlement in modern-day Melbourne (Naarm or Narrm) was abandoned after just a year. It would be another three decades before another settlement was attempted here in 1935. The Victorian gold rush (1851 to late 1860s) prompted rapid growth, including a period of grand civic construction that blessed the city once briefly known as Batmania with some of its finest buildings, including Parliament House and the Treasury Building.

9. Rottnest Island

BEYOND QUOKKAS

Western Australia’s favourite holiday island has a sobering backstory. Used by the Whadjuk Noongar people for important ceremonies and meetings when the island was connected to the mainland some 6500 years ago, Rottnest Island (Wadjemup) was later used for nearly a century as a prison and then a forced labour camp for Aboriginal males following colonisation, with almost 4000 Aboriginal men and boys from all over the state exiled here from 1838 to 1931. A key reason why ‘Rotto’ is significant to many Aboriginal communities today is its burial ground where at least 373 Aboriginal prisoners lie in unmarked graves.

10. Victoria Settlement

FORGOTTEN COLONY

Founded in 1869, Darwin (Gulumerrdgen) was not the first attempt to establish a northern capital. Hidden in the wilds of the Cobourg Peninsula are the surprisingly well-preserved ruins of the Victoria Settlement, the third and final failed attempt by the British Navy to establish a Top End colony in the early 19th century. Plagued by malaria and wild weather, taunted by crocs, and sometimes left waiting months for provisions after supply ships were wrecked en route, settlement life was grim. Upon the order to disband in 1849, 11 years after the settlement was founded, 61 souls had perished.

11. Beechworth

BUSHRANGER COUNTRY

No bushranger (outlaw) was more infamous than Ned Kelly. Born in Beveridge, a small town north of Melbourne, in 1854 or 1855, Kelly turned to bushranging at the age of 14. His (short) life of (often violent) crime in Victoria would morph him into a cultural icon following his death by hanging at Melbourne Gaol in 1880, inspiring poems, books, movies, and art, including Sidney Nolan’s famed Ned Kelly series. In the old gold-rush town of Beechworth, you can visit the historic courthouse that saw over 40 trials for the Kelly family, and see Kelly’s morbid death mask.

12. Canberra

COOL CAPITAL

It took politicians more than a decade to agree on the site for Australia’s capital. Canberra’s location was determined, in part, by section 125 of the Constitution, which states that the seat of government should be within 100 miles (161km) of Sydney. But it wasn’t the only factor, with the fear of disease in Sydney, enemies from the sea, the availability of drinking water and even the cool climate playing a role in the selection of Canberra, 285km from Sydney, over the NSW town of Dalgety on 8 October 1908.

13. Nightcap National Park

HISTORIC PROTEST

The Byron Bay hinterland’s picturesque Protestors Falls takes its name from a landmark environmental movement in 1979 that saw protestors block the path of bulldozers to stop the logging of the local rainforest. Cited as Australia’s first direct-action forest blockade, the protest resulted in the NSW Government banning rainforest logging. This brought about the declaration of Nightcap National Park in 1983, and the Gondwana Rainforests World Heritage Area it now forms part of, in 1986. A book about the protest inspired the 1992 animated Hollywood movie FernGully: The Last Rainforest, starring Robin Williams.
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14. Port Arthur

TRIUMPH OVER TRAGEDY

The sandstone ruins of the Port Arthur Historic Site cut a lonely figure on the Tasman Peninsula. Forming part of the UNESCO-listed Australian Convict Sites, this brutal convict-prison-turned-tourist-attraction set the tragic scene of modern Australia’s worst mass murder. Just 12 days after a gunman killed 35 people in 1996, then–Prime Minister John Howard announced sweeping gun reforms that would change Australia. The rate of mass shootings (of five or more victims) plummeted from once every 18 months to, so far, only one since Port Arthur.

15. Uluru

SYMBOL OF HOPE

Formed around 500 million years ago, Uluru has more recently become a powerful symbol of the struggle for Indigenous rights. The local Anangu, to whom Uluru is deeply sacred, lobbied for decades for the rights to their traditional lands, which were officially handed back in 1985 by the Hawke Government. Climbing Uluru was subsequently banned in 2019. Uluru is also at the centre of the Uluru Statement from the Heart, shared in 2017, which calls for the establishment of an Indigenous Voice to Parliament (an advisory body). A 2023 Indigenous Voice Referendum was ultimately unsuccessful, but the struggle for reform continues.





MEET THE
AUSTRALIANS


G’day! Or jingi walla – as the Arakwal Bundjalung people, the original residents of my Byron Bay, New South Wales hometown, would greet you. SARAH REID introduces her people.
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IF THERE’S ONE thing Aussies are known for, it’s our easygoing attitude. Giant spider in your shower? She’ll be right. Don’t have time for a beer after work this arvo? No worries, mate! The further you travel from urban centres, the more relaxed we seem to get, especially on the coast.

What we do take seriously is mateship. We Aussies pride ourselves on being good friends and neighbours, and making people feel welcome. We’ll say hello to strangers we pass on our morning walk, and ask a barista we’ve never met how their day is going before we order a flat white (did you know they were invented in Sydney?). Our love for diminutives (shortening words to the extent that it can sometimes make us difficult to understand) is just another way we show affection.

Growing up on an island where just about everything can kill you has also inevitably shaped our larrikin (mischievous) character. We’ll seize any opportunity to take the piss, whether it’s winding up a mate about their poor-performing footy team (which, depending where you live, could mean Australian rules, rugby league, rugby union or soccer), or frightening visitors with tales of vicious drop bears, known for their taste for foreign blood…

We love a bit of interstate rivalry, too. As a ‘cockroach’ (person from NSW), it’s my birthright to rip on (make fun of) ‘toads’ (Queenslanders) – even though they always beat us in the State of Origin (rugby league). And we East Coasters love to joke that Western Australia is a little behind – three hours (or two hours in winter), to be exact.

Coastal Nation

Australia is an increasingly coastal-dwelling nation. By 2019, the proportion of Australia’s population living within 50km of the coast was 87% or around 22 million people, representing a 2% increase from 2001.

While our accent barely changes from coast to coast, Australians are more diverse than ever, with 27% of us born overseas at last count. Some politicians have tried to use this trend to divide us, but you only need to look to our rich food culture to see how our mixed backgrounds have only brought us closer together. Our favourite comfort foods span pad Thai to kebabs, sushi to spag bol. And nothing brings Aussies together like a backyard barbecue, no matter whether the host is cooking snags (sausages) or souvlaki. To be honest, we’ll seize any excuse to spend time outdoors – with such a big, beautiful backyard to explore, can you blame us?

While religion is on the decline (almost 40% of us claim no religion, compared to 22% in 2011), most Aussies worship at least one sport, particularly cricket and footy. But we don’t discriminate; that would be un-Australian, one of our favourite sayings to describe anything we see as an affront to our laid-back attitude. For the record, shrimps also fall in that category – we eat prawns, mate. And Foster’s? Yeah, nah.



I’M A RARE BYRON-BORN LOCAL

I count myself lucky that my Sydney-seachanger parents chose Byron Bay to raise a family within walking distance of the then-sleepy beach town’s sun-drenched shores. When I started school in the late ’80s, many of my classmates had a similar background to me as a kid, with at least one grandparent who had left the UK or Europe post-WWII to carve out a new life in Australia (my paternal grandparents hailed from Scotland). I grew up learning about Australia’s colonial story, yet little of our First Nations’. It wasn’t until I was older that I began to connect with the rich Indigenous story of my country, and my hometown – humbled to learn that in all those summers surfing at The Pass, I hadn’t noticed the calcified shells from an ancient midden oozing out from underneath the asphalt boat ramp built on top of it. I have much to learn, still.







MULTICULTURAL AUSTRALIA:
WHAT DOES THE COUNTRY LOOK LIKE TODAY?


Stained by a dark history of colonial oppression and racism, modern Australia is – slowly but surely – evolving into a colourful melting pot of cultures. By Sudeshna Ghosh
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RIGHT BY SYDNEY’S busy Circular Quay waterfront thoroughfare is a small park. Fringed by jacarandas and overlooking the icons that have come to be synonymous with the city – the Opera House and Harbour Bridge – it isn’t dissimilar to the many other city parks, except for one thing: a plaque at its steps commemorating the 11 ships that arrived from Great Britain in 1788.

Known as the First Fleet, this convoy transported more than 750 convicts, marking the official beginning of the colonisation of Australia. But this wasn’t the first time that Europeans arrived at the shores of Terra Australis. Numerous European expeditions had banged up against the coast since the 1600s, many of them led by Dutch explorers. It was the British, however, who persisted. Recognising the commercial implications of extending the empire into the southern seas, the admiralty backed several voyages, including three critical ones led by Captain James Cook between 1768 and 1779. These set the foundations for European settlement in Australia.

But long before this – at least 65,000 years by current accounts – Indigenous Australians had been calling this land their home. There are more than 250 language groups (commonly described as ‘Nations’) living here, with hundreds of different dialects and subcultures.

Australia’s First Nations

The general consensus is that Indigenous Australians arrived on the continent via seafaring routes from Asia. Some recent genetics-based research also suggests a migration pattern from the Indian subcontinent. They were essentially hunter–gatherer tribes, but the culture featured complex social systems and sophisticated aquaculture and agriculture practices.

First Nations people in Australia are divided into two main groups: Aboriginal peoples of the mainland and Torres Strait Islanders. Hailing from a group of islands in the Torres Strait, the latter are of Melanesian descent and culturally distinct from Aboriginal Australians.

The conflict between Indigenous Australians and the conquest-hungry explorers is well documented. Colonisation in Australia led to the decimation of the Indigenous population – a result of ongoing frontier warfare, as conflict over land and resources escalated, and the spread of alien infectious diseases such as smallpox.

Today, the ramifications of the destruction of the First Nations’ way of life are still being felt. Unresolved intergenerational trauma has resulted in First Nations people being statistically more likely to struggle with unemployment, substance abuse and domestic violence.

‘Some of today’s well-meaning welfare systems have had a similar effect [as some of the crueller policies of before] and it has led to some terrible life patterns,’ says Angela Woollacott, Professor of History at the Australian National University.

‘There’s a direct correlation between the trauma of what our people have gone through and the high levels of substance and alcohol abuse. It was a form of escape for some people of the Stolen Generation, like my own mother,’ says Garry Farrar, a proud Wiradjuri man and a First Nations consultant for corporations. ‘In some instances, trauma has affected our cultural storytelling. There’s a wall holding us back from sharing important stories. So we’ve lost some of those stories forever.’

For a people who relied mainly on oral history (rock art notwithstanding), this is a great loss indeed. ‘Our farming methods could have been better; our connections to water, land and vegetation were lost,’ says Garry. ‘We would be better at sustainability.’

Indeed, there’s a lot to learn from 65,000 years’ worth of wisdom gleaned from living and working with the land and water. The symbiotic link between humankind and the physical ecosystem takes on a spiritual character in Indigenous culture and is broadly described as ‘connection to Country’, an indelible part of the First Nations’ identity.

Unfortunately, this connection was lost in thousands of Indigenous Australians when they were forcibly taken from their homes as children by colonial authorities, in a bid to assimilate them into white society. These government policies lasted from the 1910s until the 1970s, creating what’s known as the ‘Stolen Generation’.

Reconciliation is a Work in Progress

It was only in 1965 that First Nations people were granted suffrage. Since then, it’s been a long, slow road towards reconciliation.

In 2008, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd issued a formal apology to Indigenous peoples, especially the Stolen Generations, for the gross injustices meted out to them. In 2023, the country held a referendum proposing a change to the constitution that would recognise the First Peoples of Australia by establishing an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Voice (a parliamentary advisory committee). The alteration was unsuccessful, with 60% of people voting ‘no’.

However, there are green shoots. ‘We haven’t closed every gap, but it’s on the agenda now – which is a positive,’ says Garry. ‘Corporate Australia is doing well with Reconciliation Action Plans, for example. Some communities are trying to resurrect lost languages. But there’s a lot more work to be done.’

The Empire

While the general perception is that the majority of convicts who arrived from Europe were impoverished Irish and British people arrested for petty crimes, the convicts’ cohort was more ethnically diverse – including people of African descent (some of the convicts who arrived through 80-odd years were slaves).

Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, people from other communities – including Pacific Islanders and Indians – also continued to arrive on trade and maritime vessels, as Sydney was emerging as a major port. A little-known but significant group were the camel drivers from Afghanistan and northwestern British India, who accompanied the thousands of camels brought in to traverse the unforgiving Australian outback. The early cameleers, colloquially known as ‘Ghans’, played a vital role in the region’s economic development, and can be credited with planting the roots of Islam in Australia, including establishing the first mosques.

Meanwhile, the vastly reduced Indigenous populations came to live on the fringes of European society – literally and figuratively. Governance policies since the early 19th century focused on assimilation, with attempts to ‘civilise’ Indigenous people through education and evangelical missions often undertaken by force.


A Seismic Shift

One of the defining periods of Australia’s multicultural history came in the 1850s, when the gold-rush era began. When gold was first discovered in New South Wales and Victoria, with it came a new wave of migrants. Over the next two decades, the country’s population would double in size.

Immigrant ‘diggers’ arrived as free settlers from Britain and elsewhere in Europe, China and the US. Subsequent discoveries of gold in Tasmania, Queensland, the Northern Territory and Western Australia led to the proliferation of the migrant population across the country, while exponentially growing the national wealth. Infrastructure development, from transport to cultural institutions, cemented Australia’s appeal.

The gold-rush era led to economic changes, and social, cultural and political development. The foundations for the Australian egalitarian ethos and culture of ‘mateship’ can be traced back to this period, when people from different social classes came together in search of a common goal, bound by a camaraderie created by shared hardships, and wealth was – theoretically – accessible to anyone.

The camaraderie went beyond the social, however. Progressive political thinking from the growing population laid the foundations for democracy in Australia.

This is also when the ‘White Australia’ policy took on clear contours, before becoming a formal immigration policy in 1901 (although it was never officially called as such). Chinese gold-rush immigrants were heavily discriminated against, with legislation in place through the 1800s restricting the number of Chinese immigrants who could sail into Victoria and NSW. (However, it didn’t stop many from arriving on the shores of South Australia and making the difficult journey to Victoria overland.) Those who made it to the goldfields faced segregation, living in separate camps, with anti-Chinese sentiment running high.

In 1901, Australia became a federation, bringing the six disparate colonies into the fold of the Commonwealth. One of the first national policies was applying migration restrictions on non-Europeans. While there were no explicit laws, restrictions were implemented by giving immigration officials carte blanche to decide who got to enter the country. (The racially biased process usually involved unwelcome arrivals being given a dictation test in a language they didn’t know.)

Subsequent federal government policies continued to reinforce the preference for Anglo–Celtic immigrants. Various government-assisted migration programs were put in place to encourage people from the British Isles to undertake the long, arduous and expensive journey Down Under. For example, under the so-called ‘10-pound Poms’ scheme, people from the British Isles (and some of its colonies such as Malta), could migrate to Australia for as little as 10 pounds sterling, with the commitment to remain in the country for at least two years. The program, which fluctuated in popularity from its inception in 1945, only ended in 1982 (although the cost grew proportionately with the times).

However, the percentage of non-British arrivals continued to rise steadily, with small numbers from Greece, Italy and Yugoslavia – many of them fleeing postwar Europe in the 1920s and 1930s.
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IMMIGRANT ‘DIGGERS’ ARRIVED AS FREE SETTLERS FROM BRITAIN AND ELSEWHERE IN EUROPE, CHINA AND THE US.

Rise of Multiculturalism

The birth of one of Australia’s cultural icons, the milk bar, is an example of how the culture began to be shaped by immigrant populations. First opened in Sydney by a Greek migrant and inspired by American soda bars, the Australian milk bar served ice creams, milkshakes and chocolates. Greek-owned milk bars popped up all over the country and over time evolved into a corner-store-deli hybrid.

After WWII, everything changed. The postwar era saw Australian immigration take on an entirely different complexion – albeit one still relatively pale.

The country needed to grow its population, and arrivals from the Old Blighty just weren’t enough. So the government started a recruitment policy to attract the plentitude of displaced persons in postwar Europe, many of them from Central and Eastern Europe and the Baltic states.

However, the goal was still to create a homogenous society, and the going wasn’t easy for all the new arrivals – even the ones from Europe.

‘Anything “Australian” was put on a pedestal, even as everyone was trying to work out what it means to be Australian,’ explains historian, anthropologist and social researcher Nonja Peters, herself the child of a Dutch immigrant family. ‘In many cases, names were changed; you weren’t allowed to learn your own language. People were starting to feel ashamed of their own backgrounds.’

Australia also started accepting refugees and asylum seekers from different countries from 1945 onwards (including Vietnamese and Lebanese asylum seekers who have become an integral part of Australia’s social fabric, as well as Afghan refugees), although the approach towards their resettlement and offshore detention programs has been contentious. From the 1960s onwards, the White Australia policy began to be dismantled, with immigration gradually being opened up to non-whites, although it wasn’t legally abolished until 1973.
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PERHAPS THE BEST EXPRESSION OF THIS MULTICULTURALISM IS IN AUSTRALIA’S FOOD. MODERN AUSTRALIAN CUISINE IS ONE OF THE MOST INTERESTING IN THE WORLD, ABSORBING INFLUENCES FROM THE MIDDLE EAST, CHINA, VIETNAM, JAPAN, GREECE AND ITALY, AMONG MANY OTHERS.

Modern Australia

The official immigration policy from the 1970s onwards has been economically driven, with skilled migration programs aiming to fill gaps in the workforce; versions of this form of migration have endured to date, evolving according to the needs of the hour.

This has led to an influx of people from different parts of Asia (including India) and Europe (including the mothership, Britain); it also grew a different kind of migrant community of educated white-collar workers.

While this brought about economic growth, discrimination didn’t exactly disappear overnight, and certain migrant communities were often isolated in their own pockets of suburban Australia.

However, the tide was definitely starting to turn and the focus had shifted from assimilation to a more integrative approach, which is helping to shape a truly cohesive multicultural society. This is amply evidenced by the diversity of colours, accents, and cultural and religious institutions one can encounter in everyday Australia today, even in rural regions, and their largely peaceful coexistence.

Perhaps the best expression of this multiculturalism is in Australia’s food. Modern Australian cuisine is one of the most interesting in the world, absorbing influences from the Middle East, China, Vietnam, Japan, Greece and Italy, among many others. We have the various immigrant communities who have made this island their home to thank for this.

Even in the realm of food, though, Indigenous culture is still not adequately represented. While there are some high-end restaurants that are getting creative with native ingredients, we are a long way from mainstreaming Indigenous bush foods.

But, as with most other things, modern Australia is getting there.





FOOTY:
MORE THAN A GAME


In addition to the kangaroos, koalas and wombats, there’s a thing that’s uniquely Australian that you may never have heard of. Aussie Rules, known simply as ‘footy’, is Australia’s preeminent sport. By Kat Barber



[image: jpg]

West Coast Eagles versus Geelong Cats, Melbourne Cricket Ground | NEALE COUSLAND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

TO MANY AUSTRALIANS, footy is so much more than a game. It brings families together, provides hope, escape, excitement, joy and mateship. ‘Who’s your team?’ is a common icebreaker at parties, and friendships are often forged on sporting allegiances.

It’s a national addiction. But footy can mean different things, depending on where you are.

In New South Wales and Queensland, ‘footy’ usually refers to the game of rugby league. The annual State of Origin clash between the best players from either state is a highly anticipated event on the calendar. Some people also use ‘footy’ to refer to the game of rugby union, just to add extra confusion into the mix. Meanwhile, football (the sport played by Messi and Ronaldo) is known as ‘soccer’ Down Under. But in the majority of states, ‘footy’ means the game of Aussie Rules, or AFL (Australian Football League).

History of the AFL

Thought to be loosely based on marn grook (a ball game played by Indigenous groups in Victoria), Aussie Rules was invented in Melbourne in 1858, as a way to keep cricketers fit in the off-season. Two teams of 18 players apiece kick, mark, handball and bounce the oval-shaped ball around the field before kicking a goal (six points) between two upright goalposts. A miss to either side is a ‘behind’ (one point). The game is fast-paced and full-contact, highlighted by the ‘speccy’ (a tactic that sees players launch off their opponent’s back to catch a ball flying metres in the air), brutal bumps and tackles, and cries of ‘BALLLL’ if one player holds the ball too long, and you’ve got the crux of the dynamic game.

It quickly spread throughout the country, with each colony creating their own league. However, its stronghold has always been the southern state of Victoria, where footy fever is inescapable. From footy-tipping competitions at workplaces to personalised team-colour number plates on cars, and not one but two massive stadiums in Melbourne, footy is to Melbourne what pizza is to Naples.

Today, the AFL is the most attended sport in Australia according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, regularly garnering huge crowds throughout the season. The league has 18 clubs, with 10 from Melbourne and surrounds, and all clubs have strong, loyal membership bases. Melbourne Football Club and Geelong Football Club are two of the oldest continuous sporting clubs in the world.



The Stadiums

When your team reaches the finals, footy fever peaks. The MCG (Melbourne Cricket Ground, known as The ’G) is an enormous stadium, just a few minutes from Melbourne’s city centre, and it plays host to the Grand Final match. Over 100,000 passionate supporters fill The ‘G on a Saturday in September. It’s so captivating that a public holiday has been granted on the eve of Grand Final Day in Victoria. But throughout the year, certain rivalry matches such as the ANZAC Day clash between Collingwood and Essendon always sell out. But The ’G has one of highest annual attendances of any stadium in the world.

If you want to catch a match, head along to the MCG on a day when a Melbourne team is playing an interstate team and you’ll be able to grab a ticket at the gate. It truly is a memorable experience. Or you can watch a game at Marvel Stadium in Docklands, a newer Melbourne stadium, with a capacity of 53,000 and a retractable roof. Sydney, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth also have AFL teams and thousands of passionate supporters.

A Spectator Sport

So why does footy have such a devoted and substantial following?

Well, as a spectator sport, it’s pretty exciting. It’s fast and free-flowing, with very little downtime. The players are incredibly athletic, combining speed, endurance, strength, ball skills and great hand–eye coordination. Plus, it’s high-scoring, so there’s always something to cheer about.

But it’s also a great show of mateship, both on the field and off. Friends who support rival teams will often watch a game together, families enjoy taking their kids to the footy, and there is mutual respect, whereas other codes like soccer can see violence and rioting.

But it’s also a pride thing. It’s a truly local sport, invented and grown here. Australians are proud of their homegrown sportspeople, and footy is a uniquely Australian thing that is best experienced from the stands.

The Women’s Game

I grew up in a footy family – AFL, that is. From a young age, family gatherings were at footy matches, the footy fixture dictated weekend commitments, and birthday cards from my Nan were always signed off with ‘Go Roos’ (our family are diehard supporters of the North Melbourne Kangaroos).

And when the AFL Women’s (AFLW) league began in 2017, it spurred me on to have a kick myself. I quickly learned just how hard it is to kick, bounce and mark an oval ball. It’s a brutal, exhausting and tough game to play. I decided not to quit my day job, but many other women have taken up the sport at a professional level, and receive a salary that is just enough to live off.

Today, the AFLW competition has 18 teams, and the skill level, professionalism and crowds grow with each season. Girls are taking up the sport at a rapid rate at junior levels. While AFLW games don’t attract the same amount of fans as the men’s league yet, this is sure to change over the coming years as sponsorship and investment grow. In soccer, however, the Australian Matildas’ semi-final match at the 2023 Women’s World Cup was the most-watched TV show in Australia ever, drawing 11.15 million viewers at its peak – a great boon for women’s sport.

Women’s or men’s, the AFL is much more than a mere sporting competition; it’s a piece of intangible cultural heritage that weaves itself into the fabric of Australian identity. The shared experience, passion and sense of belonging that the AFL cultivates extends long after the booming final siren signals the end of the match.





AUSTRALIA’S BIG LOVE
FOR BIG THINGS


From simple statues to iconic amusement parks, quirky roadside attractions continue to dominate the Australian travel landscape. By Ann-Marie Cahill
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NO ROAD TRIP in Australia is complete without a stopover at a ‘Big Thing’. Littered across the landscape, you’ll find monstrous fruit, giant musical instruments and grandiose animals. If it’s artificially made and bigger than the real thing, chances are someone has put the word ‘Big’ in front of it and turned it into a tourist attraction. The magic of a Big Thing? Its capacity to capture the essence of the country, making the drive as Australian as meat pies (there’s a big one of those, too).

The Big Rocking Horse (Gumeracha, South Australia) has a miniature version out front for visitors to ride. The Big Mango (Bowen, Queensland) offers delicious mango sorbet. Disappointingly, the Big Prawn (Ballina, New South Wales) doesn’t offer any ‘shrimps on the barbie’ despite being relocated to the Bunnings car park – an iconic Australian store selling items including barbecues.

Most of these Big Things were originally created as tourist attractions. The 13m Big Banana in Coffs Harbour (NSW) opened in December 1964 next to a roadside banana stall. Today, it features an amusement park, mini golf, a cafe and a souvenir shop – and, yes, a banana plantation still attached. It also claims to be the first Big Thing in Australia. However, that honour goes to Ploddy the Dinosaur, a 26m concrete structure located at the Australian Reptile Park near Gosford (NSW). Built in 1963, Ploddy narrowly beat the Big Scotsman in Medindie (SA), which opened three months later to promote a comfy stay at Scotty’s Motel.

At face value, there’s really not a lot in common between a Big Dinosaur, a Big Scotsman and a Big Banana. They’re all oversized structures, designed to catch your eye from a distance with the promise of refreshments for your body and mind. When the Big Thing trend started in the 1960s, Australia was in the midst of a boom in car ownership and leisure time. While a road trip is an ideal way to see Australia, the further you explore away from the major cities, the greater the distance between stops. As more highways and bypasses were built, smaller communities needed a reason for drivers to take the next turn-off. For many travellers, the highlight of the trip is some random huge landmark on the side of the road – the bigger and bolder, the more attention it would gain.
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The Big Things also come with a big connection to local communities, being typically decided upon by local businesses or citizen committees. The Big Trout in the Snowy Mountains (NSW), for example, was built as a gift from the late Hungarian artist Andy Lomnici in 1973, to celebrate fishing. The Big Gumboot earned its place in Tully (Queensland) because of the community’s reputation as the wettest place in Australia. In contrast, Ballina’s Big Prawn was met with initial disgust in 1989 and faced demolition in 2009. Yet, at the eleventh hour, the community rallied to save the local icon, and it still stands in the Bunnings car park.

Today, the good ol’ Aussie road trip continues, partly due to rising domestic airfares. Many national air routes have been impacted by lower capacity and higher airfares, subsequently reducing the opportunity to explore a wider array of cultures, history and natural environments. A new generation of travellers now sees the Aussie Big Things as a launch pad to hit the road, propelled by social media trends.

But even social media can’t save some Big Things. While Coffs Harbour’s Big Banana evolved into a bigger tourist attraction, other symbols of another time and place have been removed or demolished. Cairns’ Big Captain Cook, for example, was removed in 2022 after 50 years, as many felt it symbolised colonialism.

For those eager to see what the big deal is, plenty of suggestions are available across social media for the best route to take. There’s also Australia’s Big Things Map, published by UBD Gregory’s, detailing 75 Aussie Big Things. It’s a good start to create a road trip and a swag of memories to boot.





IF THESE WALLS COULD TALK:
AUSSIE PUBS


Much more than a place for a beer, Australian pubs have unique identities, hallmarks and traditions that signal you’re definitely drinking Down Under. By Jo Stewart
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IT’S NO SECRET that Aussies are fond of drinking. Yes, you can wet your whistle at bars, restaurants and bottle shops across the country, but pubs are a goldmine if you want to delve into the culture, community and characters of wherever you land in Australia.

From rubbing shoulders with outback opal miners in Coober Pedy to enjoying a roast dinner by the fireplace at a quaint country pub in Tasmania, to having a ‘Sunday Session’ at a breezy beer garden in inner-city Brisbane or a late night at a grungy watering hole in the backstreets of Melbourne, there’s a pub to suit every mood, taste and budget.

Pubs as Pop-Culture Landmarks

Firmly woven into the nation’s identity, Australian pubs have spawned much more than hangovers. From 1971 thriller Wake in Fright to the cultural cringe of Crocodile Dundee (1986) and big-hearted 1994 classic The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, pubs have played a starring role in some of the nation’s most influential films. They’ve even inspired a music genre: pub rock. During the ‘70s and ‘80s, playing the pub circuit was a low-cost way to get your music out there, with bands like Cold Chisel, The Angels and INXS all cutting their teeth playing mammoth sets at suburban pubs across the nation. Today, pub-rock songs are still played in old-school and country pubs, even if the live music scene isn’t what it once was.

One cultural touchstone that baffles newcomers is the concept of popping into your local for a sneaky pint and coming home with a tray of fresh meat. Dating back to the 1940s, the meat raffle is a wartime phenomenon that’s stuck around for good. Simply buy a ticket, wait for the winning numbers to be called and – bingo – you’re now the proud owner of a tray of sausages (or ‘snags’ in Australia), steaks, lamb chops and more from the local butcher. A ubiquitous feature of Aussie pub culture, you’ll find meat-tray raffles being held everywhere from flyblown wooden pubs patronised by farmers to beachside pubs in Sydney frequented by investment bankers.

A Peculiar Place in History

Whether acting as a makeshift court, improvised bushfire shelter or meeting place for the nation’s leaders, pubs have played a vital role in Australia’s social history. From gruesome to heroic, many significant events have gone down in pubs around the country.

In 1900, the body of a bushranger (outlaw) was laid out on a pub table during an inquest at the Caledonian Hotel in Singleton, New South Wales, while in 1983 Victoria’s Macedon Hotel sheltered hundreds of locals during the devastating Ash Wednesday fires that claimed the lives of 75 people.

Then there’s the pubs with unique identities tied up with cultural, political and social movements. In inner Melbourne, the John Curtin Hotel (named after Australia’s 14th Prime Minister) is where many political powerbrokers from the Labor Party have strategised, celebrated and commiserated over the years, including notorious beer-swiller Prime Minister Bob Hawke.

As its name suggests, Sydney’s harbour-adjacent Fortune of War has its own place in the nation’s military–cultural history. Built by a former convict, this pub – allegedly Sydney’s oldest – has long been the first and last stop for sailors heading to and from war. Today, it’s still a meeting place for veterans to share a lager on Anzac Day, followed by a wager on a game of Two-up (a coin-toss game played on this special day). It doesn’t get much more Australian than honouring your fallen mates with a beer and a gambling session at a pub poignantly called the Fortune of War, does it.

A Boozy Battleground

While many of us experience a warm welcome upon stepping into a pub, not everyone is greeted with a smile and a frosty lager from a laid-back publican. Far from being an egalitarian paradise, pubs have been hostile environments for some.

Segregation was once commonplace, with women, foreigners, LGBTIQ+ and First Nations people having been excluded from entering pubs (or generally made to feel unwelcome) over the decades. Even by the 1960s, women still weren’t allowed to drink in the public bar area in most states of Australia (instead, they were relegated to the ‘Ladies Lounge’ out the back).

The laws that excluded women were finally repealed in the 1970s after two plucky women chained themselves to the bar at Brisbane’s Regatta Hotel. Today, that same pub is home to Merle’s Bar, named in honour of one of the women who staged the protest. Oh, how times have changed.

Don’t doubt it, accessing pubs is a serious business in Australia – so serious that in 1979 the closure of a beloved Newcastle pub caused one of the biggest riots in Australian history. When locals were told of the Star Hotel’s imminent closure, thousands turned out to defend the somewhat salubrious watering hole. The night ended in what is now known as ‘the Star Hotel riot’ – a violent clash between an estimated 4000 boozed-up customers and 40-or-so police officers. The subject of a documentary, song and many a tall tale told over an ale, the battle for the Star Hotel is now etched in Australian folklore.

More recently, creeping gentrification has got Aussie pubgoers talking, with rough-around-the-edges boozers being sold for a song to cashed-up developers who do a paint-by-numbers renovation that strips the space of all its character and charm. With one Australian billionaire pub-baron now owning more than 80 pubs, this trend is unlikely to be reversed any time soon.

So get in the spirit of things and raise a glass at one of Australia’s many character-filled pubs while you can. Who knows? You might even score a meat tray, too.





THE FIRST
FOODS


A food trend 65,000 years in the making, the rise of native ingredients gives visitors and locals alike the chance to taste – and connect with – Indigenous Australia anew. By Max Veenhuyzen
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THE CURRENT INTEREST in native ingredients isn’t the first time Australia has looked to its own backyard for inspiration. Although macadamia nuts – native to Queensland – were first grown commercially in the 1880s, it wasn’t until almost a century later that horticulturalists began to explore the viability of cultivating other native foods. The 1990s saw restaurants begin to serve ingredients such as kangaroo and bush tomatoes, only to be met with indifference, both then and during subsequent bush-food revivals. Then, around 15 years ago, the industry took another look at what was growing in its backyard and suddenly realised what a precious resource it had on its hands.

A new wave of interest in bush foods gripped Australia – only this time, it stuck. Perhaps it was due to the rise of hyper-local fine-dining restaurants such as Copenhagen’s Noma, Pujol in Mexico and D.O.M. in São Paulo. Perhaps it was eaters and cooks finally accepting that Australian food culture is just as worthy of recognition as other ‘great cuisines’ like French, Italian or Japanese. Perhaps it was a symptom of Australia’s desire to (re)connect with its Indigenous culture. Or maybe it was all of the above.

Whatever the reason, it’s safe to say these native flavours are on the way to becoming a permanent part of Australia’s food culture. Each region of the country has its own unique foods and cultural practices, and the members of more than 250 Indigenous language groups protect and maintain a connection to the land spanning some 65,000 years and counting. For curious travellers keen to understand this place better, these homegrown foods make a fine starting point.

Modernising Ancient Ingredients

Once upon a time, native ingredients were regarded as medicine first and food second. Today, these ancient ingredients are a chance for producers and consumers alike to connect with Indigenous Australian culture. Take, for instance, bloodroot. A relative of the kangaroo paw – the striking, red-coloured floral emblem of Western Australia – bloodroot was traditionally used by the Noongar people to treat toothaches and mouth sores. Today, it’s one of the botanicals used by the Margaret River-based Great Southern Distilling Company to produce its expressive, deeply Australian gins. Distillers and brewers across Australia remain fervent advocates for using native flavours to create products that speak proudly to the joys of home-court advantage.

Boobialla – a native juniper – and citrussy green ants are some of the ingredients used by Larrakia man (and former professional footballer) Daniel Motlop to create the signature green-ant gin that helped put his spirit brand Seven Seasons on the Darwin region map. Gamilaroi man and psychologist Dr Clinton Schultz and his wife Lozen Schultz are the founders of Sobah, a nonalcoholic craft-beer brewery and cafe on the Gold Coast that uses native ingredients such as lemon aspen and spicy pepperberry to add new dimensions to pilsners, IPAs and other popular beer styles.

Chefs have been equally taken by the wild, no-holds-barred flavours of native ingredients. Once regarded as a weed by farmers, saltbush has found favour in cooking circles for its salty savour, especially when fried to accentuate its crunch. (Scientists believe that growing salt-tolerant edible native plants such as saltbush and Warrigal greens may be one option for farmers to commercially use land impacted by rising salt levels in the soil.) While some might baulk at the idea of eating the animals on a country’s coat of arms, carnivores are appreciating the lean, gamey flavours of kangaroo and emu. Get your fix via kangaroo tartares, emu liver parfaits and other reworked French classics.

As you’d expect from an island nation, seafood such as crab, fish and shellfish featured prominently in coastal Indigenous diets. Yabbies – a native freshwater crayfish commonly found around Australia, especially in farmers’ dams – are served around the country in a range of styles and price points. Located in New South Wales’ Southern Highlands, regional bakery Samuel Gee Pies and Pastries serves yabby pies, while dainty poached yabby tails served with garlic-scented custard are among the dishes one might enjoy at Quay, Sydney’s iconic harbourside fine-dining restaurant.

TODAY, THESE ANCIENT INGREDIENTS ARE A CHANCE FOR PRODUCERS AND CONSUMERS ALIKE TO CONNECT WITH INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIAN CULTURE.

Connecting with Country

Shall we take this outside? As thrilling as it is to be able to taste these unique ingredients in bars and restaurants, tasting them in the environment they came from completes the circle. Even more so if you’ve been Welcomed onto Country by an Elder who can share the cultural significance of these precious ingredients and place them in an Indigenous context. After all: what better teacher could a student ask for than somebody who has been entrusted with tens of thousands of years of knowledge?

Mark Koolmatrie, a Ngarrindjeri Elder, is the founder of Kool Tours and an excellent person to introduce you to the First Nations history and flavours of South Australia’s Fleurieu Peninsula. Against the rugged backdrop of Basham Beach, Koolmatrie will point out edibles such as zesty muntrie berries and coastal rosemary before culminating the tour in a native-ingredient-tasting including barramundi fish and local Goolwa pipis. In Queensland’s Sunshine Coast, Simon Thornalley – a descendent of the Kaurareg people in the Torres Strait – and Jenna Griffiths operate Saltwater Eco Tours, a boutique tour company that runs intimate river cruises on the Mooloolaba canals in a historic sailing vessel. In addition to learning about the area’s Kabi Kabi (Gubbi Gubbi) history, the tour is punctuated by terrific canapés and cocktails showcasing native flavours: think oysters mornay made with mango macadamia cheddar, crackers freighting smoked barramundi, plus the tour’s signature lemon myrtle, gin and soda cocktail.

Less than half an hour from Perth’s city centre is Maalinup Aboriginal Gallery. Found inside Swan Valley winery Mandoon Estate, Maalinup is the home of Dale Tilbrook, a Wardandi Bibbulmun woman with strong ties to the Indigenous food industry around Australia. Here, she hosts regular tastings featuring teas, jams, chutneys and preserves, all accompanied by Tilbrook’s pointed observations on Indigenous food and culture. Once the tasting is finished, browse the gallery’s art and gifts and reflect on the many ways that Indigenous Australians connect to Country. More importantly, reflect on how the rest of us can help celebrate this astonishing, living culture.





THE CHEQUERED PAST
OF AUSTRALIAN WOMEN


Australian women can be quite different from their sisters overseas, but their colourful history shows us why. By Sue Williams
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FEISTY, INDEPENDENT, OUTSPOKEN and sometimes even foul-mouthed, the women of Australia can be a breed apart. Visitors frequently remark on it and wonder why. The country’s tumultuous history gives us the answers.

From the earliest beginnings, our First Nations sisters had to be tough to endure one of the harshest landscapes on earth, the most tempestuous of climates and then wave after wave of colonisers, seemingly hell-bent on subjugating them and banishing them, at best, to the fringes.

First Nations Women

That so many First Nations women not only survived, but thrived, is a testament to how hardy they’ve always been, and how cleverly they managed to adjust to the changing times. There was Barangaroo, for example, a proud Cammeraygal woman who provided her clan with fish, threatened an officer who was flogging convicts for minor misdemeanours, and refused to wear clothes, dining naked in Government House.

Today, she has a whole precinct named after her in Sydney, in the northern end of the Central Business District. Barangaroo is an ocean of restaurants, cafes, bars, offices and apartments on the shoreline, along with the Crown casino and Australia’s most expensive home, a high-rise costing $140 million.

Other Indigenous firebrands during colonial times include Kaaroo, known as the ‘Queen of Sydney’ from 1830 and a revered holder of ancestral knowledge, and Truganini, who dived for shellfish in Oyster Bay, in Sydney’s south. Their female spirit proved to be almost unbreakable from the first days, and that strength proliferated in the genes of many and became the inspiration for many more.

European Women

Then, of course, came the free women – the settlers and wives of army officers and government officials – who accompanied their menfolk over from Britain. They were brought mostly to procreate and people the new outpost of British imperialism, but a vast number managed to rupture the restraints of their roles and put their unforgettable stamp on the place. They often relished the freedoms a new country gave them, far from the restrictions of their British homeland, and they achieved great things.

Among those women was Mary Bligh, the daughter of Governor William Bligh (the notorious survivor of the mutiny on the Bounty), who showered herself in glory by being the only person who tried to halt the Rum Rebellion military coup in 1808. She alone faced 300 musket-brandishing soldiers of the Rum Corps, trying to fight them back from the gates of Government House armed only with her parasol. The foundations of that first Government House can be seen today under the forecourt of the Museum of Sydney.

Elizabeth Macquarie was the wife of the next Governor, Lachlan Macquarie, and her influence can be seen all around Sydney’s city centre. She extended the Domain, between the city and the Royal Botanic Garden – look out for the domed artwork Folly for Mrs Macquarie by Fiona Hall – and her chair made of rocks with its stunning view of the harbour can still be sat upon. Elizabeth helped design many of Sydney’s great sandstone buildings, including the fairy-tale building now used as the Sydney Conservatorium of Music. Also among her accomplishments is adding twin spires to the historic St John’s Church in Parramatta, now the Anglican cathedral, and having a new female orphanage built along the Parramatta River, a mirror image of her childhood home in Scotland.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth Macarthur, the wife of Rum Corps officer and rabble-rouser John Macarthur, also made her mark. She played a huge role in establishing the new colony as a major fine-wool producer, riding out alone to far-flung Camden in Sydney’s south to tend the flocks, as well as cultivating the country’s first grapevines. Her Elizabeth Farm in Rosehill has been preserved as Australia’s oldest homestead and is a beautiful museum.

The wives of the regular settlers were also incredibly brave and hardy pioneers, having to work and bring up families in some of the world’s most isolated and inhospitable places, battling all kinds of enemies, from tuberculosis to poisonous snakes, redback spiders and wild dogs. The Pioneer Women’s Memorial in Sydney’s Jessie Street Gardens is a tribute to them.

Female Convicts

Some of Australian history’s toughest and wiliest women, however, could be found among the convicts. Shipped over from Britain to ease the overcrowding in its gaols after a petty-crime wave (spurred by extreme poverty), as well as the growth of slums, the rise in unemployment after the American War of Independence and the effects of the Industrial Revolution, they survived often on their wits.

Sixteen-year-old Esther Abrahams was sentenced to hang for stealing lace, but was transported instead; she ended up marrying one of the leaders of the Rum Rebellion, remarkably becoming the first lady of the colony for a short time.

Brave Mary Bryant, convicted of stealing a silk bonnet, became the first escapee by boat, successfully sailing a stupendous 5000km to Timor.

And Mary Reibey, banished to Australia for stealing a horse, went on to become the country’s first successful businesswoman. Having founded its first bank, The Bank of New South Wales, today she is commemorated with a plaque at The Rocks and graces the $20 note.

Gender Imbalance

But adding to the challenges for all those women, whether Indigenous, free or convict, was the fact that there were six males to every female in those early days. It meant that they all had to fight tooth and nail for their independence and to achieve anything beyond the limitations of the roles they were expected to play and the societal restrictions that were foisted on them.

That dramatically uneven ratio lasted right up to the start of WWI and created successive generations of women who were prepared to stand up for what they believed in, to snatch the rights they felt they were due, and to succeed on a stage where the odds were piled against them.

As a result, Australia has had more than its fair share of hugely achieving women in every field of human endeavour, from women’s rights to science, literature to sport, and astonishing physical feats of exploration and endurance.

Women of Achievement

There have been plenty of Australian women who both inspired and worked hard for women’s rights, in Australia and globally. Edith Cowan, the woman on the $50 banknote, was the first female member of an Australian Parliament in 1921 and a renowned social reformer and activist. She successfully legislated to open professions previously reserved for men. Furthermore, few wouldn’t know of feminist Germaine Greer, the author of the iconic 1970 book The Female Eunuch, which changed the gender landscape worldwide. And Australia’s first female Prime Minister Julia Gillard, elected in 2010, continued the proud tradition, giving an anti-misogyny speech in 2012 that went viral and inspired women and girls everywhere.

In sport, swimmers Mina Wylie and Fanny Durack successfully advocated for women to be allowed to compete in events where men were competing. In 1912, they became the first Australian women in the Olympics, in Stockholm, winning silver and gold respectively. In 1971, Aboriginal Australian tennis player Evonne Goolagong became the world number one at Wimbledon and went on to win 14 Grand Slam titles. She later became a mentor for Ashleigh Barty, also Indigenous, who topped the world in 2019. Similarly, runner Cathy Freeman became the first Indigenous Australian to win a gold medal at the Commonwealth Games at the age of 16 in 1990 and became feted internationally for her Olympic gold win at the 400 metres race in 2000 in Sydney.

In literature, Miles Franklin, the author of the 1901 novel My Brilliant Career, was often forced to publish under pseudonyms to hide the fact she was a woman; she became the namesake of the celebrated literary prize for women writers. In medicine, Elizabeth Blackburn won the Nobel Prize in 2009 for her astonishing discoveries in the fields of genetics and cancer.
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AUSTRALIA HAS HAD MORE THAN ITS FAIR SHARE OF HUGELY ACHIEVING WOMEN IN EVERY FIELD OF HUMAN ENDEAVOUR, FROM WOMEN’S RIGHTS TO SCIENCE, LITERATURE TO SPORT, AND ASTONISHING PHYSICAL FEATS OF EXPLORATION AND ENDURANCE.

Today’s Heroines

Today, Australia has a wealth of inspiring homegrown heroines who’d stop at nothing to live their dreams. Robyn Davidson set out in 1977 on a year-long, 2700km trek to cross the inhospitable deserts of Western Australia using camels, which ended up as the book Tracks and film of the same name. Schoolgirl Jessica Watson, at the age of 16, became the youngest person to sail solo and unassisted around the world in 2010 – after enduring numerous setbacks. Sexual abuse survivor Grace Tame, a former Australian of the Year, has become a powerful voice in speaking out against gender violence and pushing for systematic change.

The country even has one of the most successful businesswomen in the world, in Asian–Australian Shemara Wikramanayake, CEO of Macquarie Group, included on Fortune’s ‘Most Powerful Women International’ list for her astonishing achievements, including in climate change action.

Female empowerment and support have always rated highly in Australia, so is it really any wonder that Australian women today continue to be among the most gutsy, spirited and forthright in the world?





A GREAT AUSTRALIAN BITE:
COUNTRY BAKERIES


A long history of colonisation and immigration has shaped the Australian food scene, giving rise to country-bakery classics that we all know and love. By Emmylou Dzubiel
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IF YOU ASK a local ‘What is Australian food?’, the answer might be a lamington or a meat pie – two iconic treats found in any classic Australian bakery. Somewhere in the timeline, baked goods took over as the quintessential Australian fare, and any local knows that a true Aussie road trip just isn’t complete without your local bakery pit stop. Unsurprisingly, the runners of the show here are immigrant entrepreneurs, and they’ve been pumping out perfectly baked pastry for decades.

The humble meat pie has risen in popularity since its introduction to the land by British settlers in the 18th century. Back then, the pie was a simple affair of meat, gravy and a pastry boat. Now, as bakers battle for the title of ‘Australia’s Best Pie’, you can find all manner of fillings like satay chicken or fish amok – the winning masterpiece of 2023’s national pie award, hailing from brothers Chan and Ryan Khun of Country Cob Bakery in Victoria. Since migrating to Australia, the Khun have been bringing the flavours of their Cambodian roots to country-town Australia, earning their fame by taking out the ‘Best Pie’ title an impressive three years in a row, with 2023 as their fourth win. This winning streak may be a feat achieved only by them, but their story of immigrating to Australia to then running a local bakery isn’t unique.

No matter how far you venture into this land, you’ll find a myriad of immigrant-run shops, restaurants and services. According to the Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman, about a third of small-business-owners today were born outside Australia, and over half are considered second-generation immigrants. The research of Professor Jock Collins attributes the strong presence of self-employed immigrants to the difficulties that newcomers from overseas face with settling into a foreign land – from learning a new language to adapting their skills to meet new requirements. Many immigrants looking to make an income turn to what they can offer to the public, often something from their homeland, and this is especially observed in the food sector.

THEN THERE’S THE DESSERTS – VANILLA SLICE, LAMINGTONS AND JAM DONUTS. EVERYONE HAS THEIR FAVOURITE AND CLAIMS TO KNOW WHERE TO FIND THE BEST ONE.
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Local bakeries are no exception. If you make your way around the continent, you’ll discover local treasures run by the likes of Italian, German, Vietnamese and Jewish bakers, to name a few. In the case of the famous Pinjarra Bakery in Western Australia, the Pantaleo family proudly credits their Italian heritage for their passion for food, making use of strong family ties to provide a range of baked goods that many West Australians are willing to make a detour for.

The Vietnamese bakery boom is a well-known phenomenon that emerged in the 1970s and ‘80s following the Vietnam War. Many Vietnamese refugees fled to Australia seeking safety and ways to generate income for their families. For some, this came in the form of a countryside bakery, offering familiar goods to locals with the added touch of Vietnamese cuisine. With their history of colonisation by the French, the Vietnamese developed their version of the popular baguette, a softer and more economical bread that we now know as bánh mì. These days, Australians might battle over where to get their hands on the best version of these generously filled rolls that have become a staple affordable lunchtime meal.

Then there’s the desserts – vanilla slice, lamingtons and jam donuts. Everyone has their favourite and claims to know where to find the best one. Even as the pastry world develops into ultimate finesse, there will always remain something special about a small-town Aussie bakery product that just hits the spot. One simply can’t drive the country-town roads without sinking their teeth into at least one steaming-hot pie, lovingly doused in tommy sauce, and burning their fingertips through the paper bag. The classic country-town bakeries of Australia have been built on the livelihoods of newcomers, and the communities are all the richer for it.





“I will never get sick of seeing kangaroos sunbaking on a beach. That’s Australia in a picture.”
KAT BARBER
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“Trying not to eyeball that cassowary as we decided who actually had right of way on the track. It did!”
CRAIG MCLACHLAN
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“When an echidna decides to join you on a hike, you match their pace no matter how unhurried they are.”
JESSICA KORTEMAN

“Driving from Leigh Creek to Hawker with a ruptured head gasket isn’t recommended. Good thing the mechanic at Hawker had a spare.”
CHARLES RAWLINGS-WAY
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