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Acknowledgement of Country

Lonely Planet would like to acknowledge the First Nations 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.







WEST COAST AUSTRALIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

Nowhere in Australia have so many of my travelling passions been fulfilled in one place: genuine encounters with First Nations people and the quest for native Australian wildlife, all set against a backdrop of soul-stirring outback landscapes. The west’s outback skies and big outback and Indian Ocean horizons are like a balm for the soul. I especially love the north – everywhere from Kalbarri to the Kimberley – and my contribution to this guide is a love letter to this remarkable region.

But down south, too, there’s so much that’s good about Australia: Perth is the ultimate feel-good city, Margaret River is a sublime culinary capital, and the south coast, is blessed with old-growth forests, superb beaches and world-class national parks criss-crossed by hiking trails.

If you love the open road, if you love a destination where there’s always something remarkable waiting for you at journey’s end, you’ll love West Coast Australia as much as I do.
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Reddell Beach | MATT DEAKIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Anthony Ham

[image: ] @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, and has a third book, about the Australian Outback, being published in 2025. He wrote the Monkey Mia, Ningaloo Coast and Broome and the Kimberley chapters.
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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.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places that, for them, define West Coast Australia
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Mixed in among Perth’s and southwest Western Australia’s exquisite coastline are its eclectic assortment of cultural attractions, island escapes and national parks, that make this a region hard not to be impressed by. For me, however, it was the opportunity to learn about Indigenous Noongar culture that had the most lasting impression. From guided walking tours, museums and galleries, it was an experience I found as enriching as I did sobering, with its traumatic past uncovered and open for discussion and hopefully healing.

[image: ]

Trent Holden

[image: ] @hombreholden

A writer for Lonely Planet for 15 years, Trent’s covered destinations across Australia, Asia, Africa, Europe and South America; this is his fifth book covering Australia. He wrote the Perth, Perth Region, Margaret River and South Coast chapters.

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS

Rosamund Brennan

[image: ] @rosamundbrennan

Rosamund wrote the Meet the Western Australians chapter and All the Right Notes essay. She is a Perth-based journalist focusing on culture, travel and society.

Max Veenhuyzen

[image: ] @maxveenhuyzen

Max wrote the Bush Tucker essay. Born in Singapore, Max is a food and travel writer based in Boorloo/Perth and contributes to key Australian publications including Gourmet Traveller and Good Food.
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EXPLORE THE INDIAN OCEAN

For the most part pristine and undeveloped, the Western Australian coast is one long invitation to explore beneath Indian Ocean waters. From Albany to peerless Ningaloo Reef, opportunities abound to discover a whole new world, regardless of your level of experience. Whether you’re swimming with whale sharks, drift snorkelling or snorkelling ‘the Aquarium’, Australia’s west coast is a first-class aquatic adventure playground. And wherever you come ashore, you’re greeted by a wildly beautiful coastline where the outback meets the sea.

[image: ]

Rottnest Island | larkshots/shutterstock ©

Stinger Season

Jellyfish swim the coast from November to March. North of Geraldton, dangerous box and Irukandji jellyfish are possible. Always ask about local conditions before swimming.
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Cyclone Season

Two of Western Australia’s (WA) best snorkelling spots – Ningaloo Reef and Shark Bay – fall within the cyclone zone; cyclones are possible from November to April.
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Gear for Hire

Most towns close to snorkelling spots have places where you can rent cheaply. Alternatively, join a tour where all equipment is included.



BEST DIVING & SNORKELLING EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Swim and snorkel with whale sharks off 1 Ningaloo Reef, a soulful marine experience.

Let the current carry you along the coast as you drift snorkel off 2 Turquoise Bay.

Feel like a local and head for 3 ‘the Aquarium’, a calm lagoon with dazzling marine life along the Quobba Coast north of Carnarvon.

Marvel at the clear water and the richness of the marine life in the offshore Perth 4 Rottnest Island.

Wreck diving is a real feature of Western Australia’s southwest, with 5 Geographe Bay, near Bunbury, the pick of an excellent bunch.








THE GLORIOUS GRAPE

Southwest Australia ranks among Australia’s premier destinations for gastronomes. Margaret River is the epicentre with a hugely popular annual festival. But there are wine regions and gourmet outposts all across the state’s south, including areas as far away as Denmark and Albany. High-quality vineyards, craft breweries, local distilleries and farm-fresh produce are the standard-bearers.

Gourmet Festival

Every November, Margaret River and its foodie hinterland draw world-renowned international chefs for Gourmet Escape, one of the country’s best food and wine festivals.
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Harvest & Beyond

Margaret River is a year-round destination. Most vineyards harvest from February to mid-April, but spring is a glorious time to visit.
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All-Round Destination

Margaret River and WA’s southwest are more than just a world-class wine-producing region. They’re also fast becoming known for mountain-biking, surfing, chocolate, whale watching and more.


BEST FOOD & WINE EXPERIENCES
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You could spend weeks ranging across 1 Margaret River, and still have wineries, breweries, distilleries and olive farms to visit.

Take a vineyard tour, follow the tasting trail of cellar doors, or dine in a vineyard restaurant as you explore 2 Ferguson Valley.

Sample local cheeses, freshly picked fruits and port-style dessert wines in the restaurants, cafes and restaurants around 3 Balingup.

Combine old-growth forests, dramatic coastlines and remote national parks with cool-climate wineries around the 4 Valley of the Giants.

Visit boutique wineries, craft breweries and cellar-door restaurants in the hinterland of 5 Albany, an emerging culinary superstar.








COOL TOWNS

So much that’s appealing about Western Australia resides in its wide-open spaces. But with so much distance between them, WA’s towns can feel like oases as you come in out of the wild. Perth is dynamic, diverse and sunny as can be, southern towns are full of culinary riches, while northern towns exude sultry tropical charm.

[image: ]

Elizabeth Quay, Perth | suebedoo888/shutterstock ©

Population Density

If Western Australia were a country, it would have among the lowest population densities (1.1 persons per sq km) on earth; only Greenland (0.14) is lower.

Small-Town State

At last count, only 10 towns in Western Australia (11 if you count Yanchep, which is actually part of Perth) have more than 10,000 people.


BEST URBAN EXPERIENCES
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Enjoy 1 Perth, one of the world’s most isolated cities yet filled with life and history and bathed in endless sunshine.

Overindulge in 2 Margaret River, arguably Australia’s culinary capital, with wine, beer and amazing food (plus great surfing...).

Seek out the great wines, excellent food and artsy atmosphere of 3 Denmark with incredible forests and national parks nearby.

Wander the foreshore, order a bucket of prawns and plan your Shark Bay explorations in sleepy little seaside 4 Denham.

Chill with a cold beer and discover local history in languid 5 Broome, WA’s true northern gateway.








DRAMATIC LANDSCAPES

Western Australia has an extraordinary coastline, juxtaposed with isolated human settlements and the vast outback – it’s the interaction between these iconic Aussie landscapes that gives the region so much of its drama. There’s something elemental about this collision – the bottomless blues of the Indian Ocean, the blinding white of coastal sands and desert salt lakes, the deep greens of the narrow coastal strip or southern forests, and the rich reds of the Pilbara.

[image: ]

The Pinnacles | artie photography/getty images ©

Hutt Lagoon

This lake, along the coast road between Geraldton and Kalbarri, turns a dramatic shade of pink when sunlight strikes the water: it’s caused by red algae.
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Wildflowers

Wildflowers bring WA’s landscapes alive in a sea of colour. Over 12,000 species grow here, more than 60% of which are endemic. Check out wildflowersocietywa.org.au.
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Long-Distance Walks

One of the best ways to experience the landscapes of the south is on foot, especially the 135km, five-to-seven-day Cape to Cape Track.


BEST WILD LANDSCAPE EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Be amazed by the weird and wonderful limestone shapes of the Pinnacles in 1 Nambung National Park, north of Perth.

Discover the wind-battered drama where two oceans meet at Australia’s southwestern tip, at glorious 2 Cape Leeuwin.

Get a taste for the signature landscape dramas of the south in 3 Torndirrup National Park, where cliffs plunge into the ocean.

Marvel at 4 Katter Kich (Wave Rock), a remarkable formation that resembles a tsunami frozen in the act of breaking.

Wonder at the awesome power of Quobba Blowholes near an ocean bay so tranquil they call it the Aquarium, along the 5 Quobba Coast.








INDIGENOUS TOURS

To go deeper, take a tour with a First Nations guide. Many of the guides’ancestors have lived on the land for tens of thousands of years. In addition to any activity that might be the main focus of a tour, your guide might use storytelling, ceremonies and bush tucker to show you the timeless connection between Aboriginal people and the land on which they live.

[image: ]

Shark Bay | drone chicks/shutterstock ©

WAITOC

The Western Australian Indigenous Tourism Operators Council (waitoc.com) lists accredited tours and tour companies owned and run by First Nations guides and communities.
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Permits for First Nations Land

Although it doesn’t apply to most coastal towns or national parks, Western Australian law decrees that visitors to Aboriginal-owned land obtain a permit – visit wa.gov.au to apply.

[image: ]

chameleonseye/shutterstock ©

Art Centres

Indigenous art centres are community hubs and entry points into First Nations culture. If any of the artists are at work, ask if you can watch.


BEST INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

On the Noongar-led 1 Djurandi Dreaming walking tour, you’ll return to the past in the Perth (Boorlo) of the present.

Learn how Margaret River’s culinary bounty predates European settlement with 2 Koomal Dreaming’s storytelling, bush foods and more.

Journey into deep-time storytelling as you sea kayak Shark Bay or 4WD through Francois Peron National Park with 3 Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures.

Discover rock art at Murujuga National Park and landscape memories of Millstream Chichester with 4 Ngurrangga Tours in the Pilbara.

Sit in the sands of Beagle Bay and listen as the stories of a female elder from 5 Ngarlan Yarnin’ bring the landscape alive.








OUTBACK ADVENTURES

If Western Australia’s coastline is the focal point of so many journeys, the outback is never far away. As much an idea as a place, the outback is defined by its big skies, endless horizons, remote settlements, First Nations communities and a fierce climate. In the west and north, it presses close up against the coastline. Out east it disappears into seemingly endless desert sands. In other words, it’s the perfect place for an adventure.

[image: ]

Kalbarri National Park | jakub maculewicz/shutterstock ©

World’s Biggest Rock

Burringurrah (Mt Augustus) (715m), a day’s drive inland from Carnarvon, is the world’s largest rock, twice the size and three times as old as more-famous Uluru.

[image: ]

marc witte/shutterstock ©

World’s Oldest Rock

In 2015, 4.4 billion-year-old zircon crystals were discovered at Jack Hills in the Pilbara. The earth is believed to be 4.5 billion years old.

[image: ]
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Desert Country

Four of Australia’s five largest deserts lie partly within Western Australia’s borders: the Great Victoria Desert, Great Sandy Desert, Tanami Desert and Gibson Desert.


BEST OUTBACK ADVENTURES

[image: map]

Discover remote Indigenous communities, soul-stirring landscapes and rock art on a 4WD adventure through the 1 Kimberley.

Walk along the clifftops and swim in deep-gorge waterholes amid the splendour of 2 Karijini National Park.

Look out across the strange rock formations created by the Murchison River and hike the riverbank at 3 Kalbarri National Park.

Gaze in wonder at other-worldly rock formations 4 Purnululu National Park, a desert city or fortress carved entirely by nature.

Drive north out of Broome onto the 5 Dampier Peninsula and into a world of isolated communities, deserted bays and beaches.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Perth & Around

[image: ]

Allow: 1 week Distance: 771km/479 miles

It’s difficult not to envy those who live in Perth. Not only is their city blessed with natural riches and a dynamic culinary and cultural life, the city’s hinterland is simply magnificent. As you explore north, east and west (the south is a whole other story) you might just decide to stay.
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Avon Valley | RIC JACYNO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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1 PERTH [image: ] 2 DAYS

Begin in feel-good Perth and you’ll quickly appreciate the city’s charm. The sun always seems to be shining in Perth, and the city’s beaches are – sorry Sydney! – probably Australia’s best. Perth also has eclectic neighbourhoods, fabulous food and wine, and historical architecture. More than anything else, it’s just the kind of place where it’s hard not to feel good.

2 AVON VALLEY [image: ] I DAY

Of all the valleys close to Perth, the Avon Valley makes one of the best day trips. This is where history’s powerful presence (in the proliferation of stone buildings from the earliest days of European settlement) combines with beautiful, rolling hill country. Everything here happens on a cinematic scale, from hot-air ballooning and Australia’s longest suspension bridge, to deep-time Indigenous stories.

[image: ] 2hr 30min return to Perth

3 ROTTNEST ISLAND [image: ] I DAY

Barely 20km off the Perth coast, Rottnest Island is a world away from the clamour of the big city, even one as relaxed as Perth. Take a day trip out here to appreciate its secluded, pristine beaches, a hidden history and, of course, quokkas, the cutest creatures in the west. Best of all, Rottnest Island is a standard bearer for sustainability and best-practice eco-tourism projects.

[image: ] 40min from Perth

[image: ] 2hr drive to the Pinnacles


4 the pinnacles [image: ] 1 DAY

It may be nearly 200km north of Perth, but the Pinnacles are worth a day trip many times over. Exploring this eerie landscape of jagged and jaunty limestone pillars can feel like entering a movie set for a sci-fi thriller, so improbable are these rocky protrusions. Wait for sunset when the light is perfect for enjoying this unique terrain.

[image: ] 5 hr drive to Margaret River

[image: ]

Cloeyjj/shutterstock ©

5 Margaret river  [image: ] 2 DAYS

Leaving Perth behind, the drive south to Margaret River takes you into a verdant world where food and wine take centre stage. There’s so much to see and experience here, from wineries and craft-beer breweries to farmers markets, great restaurants and even some of WA’s best surfing. It’s the ideal place to rest for a couple of days at journey’s end.
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ITINERARIES

Down South

[image: map]

Allow: 2 weeks Distance: 714km/444 miles

At once national treasure and one of Australia’s least-known regions, Western Australia’s southwest is worth as much time as you can give it. Incredible cliffs, coastline and beaches, Margaret River’s culinary brilliance, dense forests and rich marine life – the southwest has so much to offer.


[image: ]

Greens Pool, Denmark | KWEST/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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1 Perth [image: ] 3 DAYS

Dive into the vibrant cultural and culinary life of Perth. This is one beautiful city and it really knows how to take advantage of the fact that she’s usually bathed in sunshine. Expect world-class beaches, fabulous food and a tranche of attractions (from museums to the intangible feel-good joie de vivre that Perth does so effortlessly). Stay for as long as you can.

[image: ] 2hr 30min drive
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benny marty/shutterstock ©

2 Cape Naturaliste  [image: ] 2 DAYS

Allow time to explore Cape Naturaliste, walking the clifftops and keeping an eye out for waves at Bunker Bay. Best of all are the secluded beaches that are such a feature of this stretch of coastline. For the full drama of this place, take in the breathtaking views and wild seas from the lighthouse and admire Sugarloaf Rock.

[image: ] 1hr drive

[image: ]

ciwoa/shutterstock ©

3 margaret river  [image: ] 3 DAYS

Indulge the senses in Margaret River, a gourmand’s destination par excellence. It’s wineries and craft breweries and all that’s good in life. While you’re here, visit the nearby hamlet of Hamelin Bay, one of WA’s prettiest townships, and head for its jetty to watch the stingrays and manta rays swim down below.

[image: ] 3hr drive
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4 Walpole-Nornalup National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Lose yourself in the rivers and ancient forests of giant eucalypts at Walpole-Nornalup National Park. Part of one of WA’s largest and most surprising wilderness areas, the park has excellent hiking trails and scenic drives. While in the area, don’t miss the truly awe-inspiring Valley of the Giants.

[image: ] 45min drive
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5 denmark [image: ] 2 DAYS

If Denmark were on Australia’s east coast, it would filled to bursting with visitors. Instead, you might just have it all for yourself. Artsy Denmark has wineries close by, as well as a glorious coastline and abundant forests. It’s the sort of place where you could learn to surf and indulge your inner wine buff all in the same day.

[image: ] 45min drive
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ty lim/shutterstock ©

6 albany [image: ] 2 DAYS

Western Australia’s oldest settlement, Albany has a newly sophisticated waterfront, historic sites and museums, wineries and whale watching. Perched on Southwestern Australia’s wildly beautiful shore, Albany is within reach of Torndirrup National Park’s surf-pummelled cliffs, Middleton Beach’s white sands and the calm waters of King George Sound.

[image: ] From Albany, either continue on your way, or return to Perth (420km by road).
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ITINERARIES

Deep Gorges & Pristine Seas

[image: map]

Allow: 2 weeks Distance: 2314km/1438 miles

This route takes in two of the finest national parks (Kalbarri and Karijini) and two of the best marine experiences (Shark Bay and Ningaloo) in Australia. It’s a long road between them, but such are the attractions that you’ll encounter at the end of each day’s journey that no one seems to mind.


[image: ]

Nature’s Window, Kalbarri National Park | iwbrooks/shutterstock ©
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1 Perth [image: ] 1 DAY

So many West Coast adventures begin in Perth, and this one is no different. Soak up the pleasures of big city life – the restaurants and bars, the museums and Indigenous tours – before hitting the road north for Geraldton.

[image: ] 4hr 30min drive

2 Geraldton [image: ] I DAY

Journey through history in and around Geraldton, a bustling coastal hub with plenty of activities to get the adrenaline flowing. It’s an easy place to begin your journey, to enjoy a good meal or two, dive into local history and generally enjoy city life before you head out into the big beyond.

[image: ] 1hr 45min drive

3 Kalbarri National Park  [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start with gorge hiking in Kalbarri National Park, enjoy the spectacular Skywalk, wander down to Nature’s Window and take a look from every one of the lookouts; watch for kangaroos and other wildlife as you drive between them. To really get under the skin of this glorious place where outback meets the ocean, hike the Loop and River trails.

[image: ] 3hr 45min drive

4 Shark Bay [image: ] 3 DAYS

Drive the storied Shark Bay Rd to get a taste of this superb World Heritage–listed area, go kayaking with an Aboriginal guide, explore beyond where the paved road ends and into Francois Peron National Park, get active on the water and learn the local Aboriginal stories at Monkey Mia... It’s all possible at this remarkable place.

[image: ] 3hr 30min drive


5 carnarvon [image: ] 1 DAY

Carnarvon is an appealingly provincial coastal town with an improbable juxtaposition of attractions. There’s one of Australia’s most impressive space museums, a First Nations cultural centre, a cactus farm that looks like an American desert and orchards as far as you can see. Just up the road, the remote Quobba Coast with its blowholes and empty beaches is wild and spectacular.

[image: ] 4hr 30min drive

6 ningaloo coast  [image: ] 3 DAYS

Swim with whale sharks and watch humpback whales amid dazzling marine life at Ningaloo Reef. And that’s just the start. Drive into the gorges of Cape Range National Park while you’re here, learn about sea turtles, drift snorkel at superb Turquoise Bay, and then pick your favourite beach where you can lie down and dream about everything you’ve just done.

[image: ] 7hr 30min drive

7 karijini national park [image: ] 3 DAYS

Disappear off the map and into Karijini National Park, with its gorges, waterfalls, spinifex plains and otherwise stunning landscapes. From Hamersley Gorge out west to Dales Gorge, Fern Pool and Fortescue Falls to the east, this is superb country. It deserves a few days which you can spend swimming the waterholes and walking clifftop trails. Stay in the heart of the park at Karijini Eco Retreat.






ITINERARIES

Kimberley Crossing

[image: map]

Allow: 10 days Distance: 1302km/809 miles

There's no better road trip in Australia than the Gibb River Road across the Kimberley. The Kimberley is at once Indigenous homeland filled with storied rock art dating back millennia and a simply beautiful landscape of remote rivers and red-rock escarpments. It's an adventurous destination custom-made for those with an explorer's spirit.
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Bungle Bungles, Purnululu National Park | alex couto/shutterstock ©
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1 broome [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s easy to fall in love with Broome, and not just because Cable Beach (pictured) is one of the best city beaches on earth – make sure you see at least one sunset here. It also has the world’s oldest picture garden, a fascinating history, you can go whale watching, join an Indigenous tour, look for dinosaur footprints and enjoy a great meal.

[image: ] 2hr 30min drive
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agent wolf/shutterstock ©

2 derby [image: ] I DAY

The official start of the Gibb River Road, Derby is the Kimberley’s western gateway. It’s famous for its Indigenous art centre and its proliferation of boab trees. You could take a scenic flight up to the Horizontal Waterfalls before you set out. Then stock up on supplies and fuel and head out on the adventure of a lifetime.

[image: ] 2hr 30min drive
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3 Windjana Gorge [image: ] I DAY

Not too far down the road, a detour takes you to Windjana Gorge one of the Kimberley’s signature gorges. Sacred to the local Bunuba people, this dramatic canyon has sheer rock walls soaring above the Lennard River. Watch for freshwater crocs and consider a detour to see nearby Tunnel Creek and Geikie Gorge. Imagine as you explore how this whole area once lay beneath a vast inland sea...

[image: ] 7hr 30min drive
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4 Pentecost River Crossing [image: ] 1 DAY

The most recognisable of the Gibb River Road’s river crossings, gorgeous Pentecost is where you rejoin the paved road. The views of the Cockburn Range away to the east are superb, while the river itself is a beauty with shiny stones and mangroves lining the riverbank. After one lingering look back to the west from where you’ve come, head across the river and continue on your way.

[image: ] 1hr 30min drive
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alex couto/shutterstock ©

5 Kununurra [image: ] 2 DAYS

Rest in Kununurra, the capital of the east Kimberley, a remote yet agreeable provincial town amid stunning country. There’s a First Nations art gallery, a national park on the town fringe, or just go for an evening stroll alongside Lily Creek Lagoon.

[image: ] 2hr 30min drive

[image: ] Detour: If you’ve the time and inclination, add a day to your trip and make for Lake Argyle, which is close to the Northern Territory border.

[image: ] 1hr drive
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6 Purnululu National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Leave the Great Northern Highway and drive into Purnululu National Park, one of the strangest landscapes in Australia: the Bungle Bungles are utterly unforgettable and turn deep red at sunset. Take in the lookouts, walk into the gorges, and take a scenic flight over them all for the complete experience.
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WHEN TO GO

Spring wildflowers, superb southern summers and a northern May-to-September dry season; the great variety in climate makes it worth planning carefully.


As you might expect in a state of this size, there is great variation in conditions throughout the year. Perth is usually OK to visit year-round: summers are hot and sunny, and, even in winter (June to August), it never gets that cold. The same applies to much of the southwest, although it’s more likely to get cold, windy and rainy along the southern coast in winter. Spring is wildflower season.

The further north you go, the less you need to think about traditional seasons and more about wet and dry seasons. From the Pilbara north, May to September means generally dry and relatively mild conditions. October is the build-up, with rising temperatures and humidity, while November to March or April is when the rains and fires close many 4WD trails (including the Gibb River Road) and can make travel unpredictable. These months also correspond with cyclone season across the north.

[image: ]

Kings Park, Perth | CHRIS DE BLANK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE

THE RACE AGAINST CYCLONES

Michael Ryan is a prawn fisherman out of Carnarvon.

This is beautiful coastline but things get a little more exciting whenever a cyclone builds. Usually you know about it in plenty of time to get back, but now and then one’ll catch you out and you have to make a dash for shore. Once back on land, you’ve got other things to worry about – making sure everything’s tied down, trying to decide whether to take the family and leave. But it’s also a time of great solidarity in these parts.




WILDFLOWER SEASON

You might find wildflowers year-round at the northern end of wildflower country (in Cape Range National Park or around Shark Bay, for example). But late July until early October is when the coast and its hinterland from Geraldton to Perth really blooms.




CYCLONE SEASON

Cyclones are possible across the northwest from November until April; the second half of this period is considered peak cyclone season. Tropical Cyclone Seroja, for example, struck Shark Bay in April 2021. All towns in the area have cyclone warning systems in place.

Big WA Festivals


Perth Festival Going for seven decades and one of Perth’s biggest festivals, with international acts alongside local Noongar culture, theatre and classical music. [image: ] February– March

Gourmet Escape The biggest names in world and Australian culinary circles descend on Margaret River for workshops, tastings and more. It’s a wonderful time to be in town with local eateries offering fab special menus. [image: ] November

Mowanjum Festival Celebrates First Nations Ngarinyin, Worrorra and Wunambal cultures of the West Kimberley with dance, art, bush tucker and storytelling. [image: ] July

Nannup Music Festival Folk and world music take over Nannup down in the southwest for one of Western Australia’s best music festivals, with both local and international acts performing; buskers are all part of the fun. [image: ] March


I LIVE HERE

BROOME IN THE WET

Tom Heaton is a local tour guide who was born and bred in Broome, and wouldn’t live anywhere else.

Living in Broome during the build-up, and then later during the wet season, can be like walking around in a wet glove. It’s hot, it’s humid, and we’re never far away from a drink or the air-con. But this time of year does have its advantages: with mostly locals in town, the town seems more relaxed, with no need to put on a show. It’s actually a great time to visit if you want to see what Broome’s really like.



[image: ]

Town Beach, Broome | alybaba/shutterstock ©

Classic Local Festivals


Balingup Medieval Carnivale For reasons best known to locals and to everyone else’s delight, Balingup celebrates medieval battles, feasts and the ‘Burning of the Dragon’. [image: ] August

Marble Bar Cup The hottest town in Australia dresses up in all manner of finery for a weekend of drinking, gambling, fashion crime, country music, nudie runs and horse racing. [image: ] July

Boab Festival Derby rouses itself from its tropical slumber to race mud crabs, read poetry, parade through the street and eat dinner out on the mudflats, all in honour of the humble boab tree. [image: ] July

Ord Valley Muster Open-air concerts, big Akubra hats, charity and sporting events take over Kununurra to effectively celebrate cattle station culture. [image: ] May

SUMMER IN THE OUTBACK

If you’re visiting Western Australia’s desert interior, avoid October to April. That’s when deserts like the Great Sandy Desert experience summer temperatures well into the 40ºCs; Marble Bar is consistently ranked Australia’s hottest town.

Weather through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 31.4°C Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 31.6°C Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 29.6°C Days of rainfall: 7
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 25.9°C Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 22.3°C Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 19.4°C Days of rainfall: 14
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JULY

Avg daytime max: 18.5°C Days of rainfall: 15

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 19.1°C Days of rainfall: 13

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 20.6°C Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 23.4°C Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 26.8°C Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 29.5°C Days of rainfall: 4




GET PREPARED
FOR WEST COAST AUSTRALIA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Cape Range National Park | JAKUB MACULEWICZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Formal or casual? Western Australians are a casual lot. Apart from Pilbara miners in their high-vis gear, most people dress as if they might head for the beach at short notice.

A night out Especially in Perth, it can be worth carrying a nice set of clothes for a night out at a high-end restaurant and/or cocktail bar.

Shorts or trousers? It’s pretty unusual to see long trousers in the state’s north where they take casual to a whole new level. T-shirts, shorts and flip-flops are acceptable in most situations.

Raincoat In the southwest, the weather can be quite changeable; carry a raincoat in your daypack. It’s usually too humid and sticky to wear a raincoat in the northern rainy season: most locals take refuge in the pub instead!


Manners

Although largely informal in their everyday dealings, Western Australians do observe some (unspoken) rules of etiquette.

Shake hands when meeting someone for the first time and when saying goodbye. Female friends are often greeted with a single kiss on the cheek.

‘Shouting’ at the bar means buying a round of drinks: if someone buys you one, don’t leave without buying them one too.





READ
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Welcome to Country (Marcia Langton; 2019) A travel guide to Indigenous Australia, with sections on West Coast Australia.

[image: ]

Cloudstreet (Tim Winton; 1991) Classic Aussie novel about two Perth families by a master storyteller.

[image: ]

Title Fight (Paul Cleary; 2021) David vs Goliath story of how one First Nations Pilbara community took on the mining companies.

[image: ]

Batavia (Peter Fitzsimons; 2011) Rollicking true story of an infamous 17th-century Dutch shipwreck off Geraldton.




Words

A cold one Beer.

Arvo Afternoon.

Barbie Barbecue.

Bathers Swimsuit.

Billabong Waterhole, usually in the outback.

Bush The outback, or anywhere beyond the city or town.

Booze Bus Police vehicle used as a checkpoint to test and catch drunk drivers.

Bottle-o Liquor shop.

Buckleys Chance No chance; dates to colonial times when a convict, Buckley, escaped and was given up for dead.

Bush Tucker Food (usually traditional Indigenous) found in the bush or outback.

Choc A Bloc/Chockers Full.

Crack the shits/Crack it Getting angry.

Crook Unwell (‘feeling crook’).

Dardy Means ‘cool’ among First Nations people in the southwest; has taken on wider usage in recent years.

Esky A cool box that’s a staple at Aussie picnics for keeping beer and foods cool.

Fair dinkum? Really? Honestly? Are you serious? If not used as a question, it can mean authentic.

Flat out like a lizard drinking Really busy.

Footy AFL or Aussie Rules (football).

Galah Not-too-bright Australian cockatoo, used to describe a person who makes a fool of themselves.

G’day Hello/Hi.

Good on ya Great work.

How ya goin’? How are you? Australian equivalent of the American ‘How you doin’?

Servo Petrol station.

She’ll be right Everything’s going to be fine.

Thongs Flip flops.

Too easy/no worries/no dramas No problem.

Yeah, nah Polite way of saying no.

You right? Are you OK? Can be used for enquiring about a person’s welfare or as a ‘polite’ way of calling out bad manners, such as queue jumping.




WATCH
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Rabbit-Proof Fence (2002; pictured) Three young stolen Aboriginal children try to reach home in the 1930s.

Red Dog (2011) A quirky outback tale about a man and his dog from Dampier.

Paper Planes (2014) Heart-warming story of small-town Australia.

Australia (2008) Baz Luhrmann’s sweeping tale with the outback and Kimberley as a glorious backdrop.

Bran Nue Dae (2009) Coming-of-age story of Western Australian Aboriginal teens.




LISTEN

Human Design (Birds of Tokyo; 2020) Sixth studio album by this award-winning alternative rock band from Perth.

Welcome Stranger (The Blackeyed Susans; 1992) Showcases the early work of this highly regarded Perth rock band.

The Slow Rush (Tame Impala; 2020) Award-winning fourth album by psychedelic indie-rock group from Perth.

A Cry in the Wind (Yabu Band; 2021) Third album by this Western Desert First Nations group with their roots in Kalgoorlie.






TRIP PLANNER

ABORIGINAL EXPERIENCES

No one knows the natural and cultural landscapes of West Coast Australia better than its First Nations people. And there’s no better way to explore West Coast Australia than under the guidance of local Indigenous guides. Art centres and festivals can also present fantastic opportunities for cultural encounters and a deeper understanding of where you’re exploring.
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Indigenous guides, the Kimberley | philip schubert/shutterstock ©

Exploring Towns

PERTH & AROUND

Perth (or Boorlo in the Noongar tongue) has some of the most revelatory tours and experiences led by local Noongar guides and storytellers. On no account miss the Djurandi Dreaming walking tour, where you’ll journey back in time to when the Rainbow Serpent (Wagyl) created the Swan River (Deribal Yerrigan). Also excellent are the Warrang Bridil’s Aboriginal Cultural Tours, Go Cultural Aboriginal Tours, and the women-led Nyungar Tours, with its focus on sacred areas for women.

Out in Mandurah, Mandjoogoordap Dreaming runs outstanding local trips through Indigenous history and culture. In Fremantle, Walyalup Aboriginal Cultural Centre (WACC) offers walking tours, you can learn to paint dot art on paperbark, or you can even learn the Noongar language. Also in Freo, In Culture Tours runs walking tours along ancient Aboriginal trade routes.


WA Museum Boola Bardip not only has one of the best First Nations art collections in Australia, it also runs an unforgettable (free) Noongar boomerang performance and smoking ceremony at 11am each Saturday. On Rottnest Island, Wadjemup Museum unflinchingly tells the story of Rottnest’s dark past.

When it comes to self-guided tours, download This City is Whadjuk Country Walking Trail from visitperth.com and you’ll be transported back to pre-1829 Perth. Another option is the Boodja Gnarning Walk through Kings Park.

Down the road in Bunbury, Ngalang Wongi Aboriginal Cultural Tours takes you into Bunbury’s pre-European past; choose between a city tour or those into the hinterland in search of wildlife and bush foods.

[image: map]

Noongar man, Perth | dave stamboulis/alamy stock photo ©


BEST ART CENTRES & GALLERIES

Visiting a First Nations art centre or gallery can be a wonderful opportunity for a low-key cultural encounter. If you’re lucky, when you visit, one or more of the artists may be painting; you’re usually welcome to sit and watch and even have a chat, but it’s polite to ask permission first.

• Perth Fremantle’s Walyalup Aboriginal Cultural Centre has art exhibitions and all manner of cultural events.

• Geraldton Yamaji Art showcases works by Wajarri, Noongar, Badimaya, Wilunyu artists.

• Northampton In the historic little town of Northampton, stop by The Storytellers – Keepers of the Dreaming, both an art gallery and cultural centre.

• Roebourne Yinjaa-Barni Art is known for its bold, bright colours.

• Carnarvon Gwoonwardu Mia (aka Gascoyne Aboriginal Heritage & Cultural Centre) is both gallery and interactive cultural centre.

• Broome Broome’s best Indigenous art experience is Nagula Jarndu Women’s Resource Centre, where you can find textiles and other crafts. Short Street Gallery is also excellent.

• Derby At Mowanjum Art & Culture Centre, artists replicate millennia-old rock art. Norval Gallery is more upmarket, with paintings from across the Kimberley.

• Fitzroy Crossing Mangkaja Arts is a well-regarded art centre, cultural hub and community meeting place.

• Halls Creek Yarliyil Gallery has canvases for browsing strewn around the showroom.

• Kununurra Waringarri Aboriginal Arts Centre has paintings from local and north Kimberley artists.



GERALDTON

Geraldton’s tourist office has a handy little brochure and map called the Yamaji Drive Trail. This self-guided route through the city will take you to 14 sites with a First Nations focus, and which you’d never find on your own.


FIRST NATIONS FESTIVALS

Western Australia has surprisingly few festivals with a First Nations focus. Some of Perth’s festivals include significant First Nations content, such as the Perth Festival or EverNow. Not surprisingly given the strength of Indigenous culture up north, you really have to head for the Kimberley for a festival that is primarily about local First Nations culture. Out in the West Kimberley in July, the Mowanjum Festival close to Derby is built around telling Ngarinyin, Worrorra and Wunambal stories. And on the Dampier Peninsula, music, food and art takes over Lombadina community with music, food and art during the Ardi Festival.




CARNARVON

Wooramulla Eco Cultural Journeys runs guided walking tours around Carnarvon and further afield. In addition to showing important local sites, your Yinggarda guide will take you into the world of local bush foods.

BROOME

Broome history takes on a whole new meaning after a tour with Mabu Buru Tours, while Narlijia Experiences does similarly good city tours or bush-tucker and cultural immersion trips out into the mangroves.

Exploring Sacred Landscapes

THE SOUTH

All things gastronomic are the focus of most Margaret River tours, but Koomal Dreaming adds depth and perspective to what you’re seeing by highlighting the significance of local landscapes to the Wadandi people. Possibilities include storytelling, coastal walks, fire-making, learning about medicinal plants and bush foods, with a didjeridu performance to round things off.

SHARK BAY

Go sea kayaking through the pristine, beautiful waters of the Shark Bay World Heritage Area. Join a 4WD tag-along tour of wild and tranquil Francois Peron National Park. Or venture onto the ark that is Dirk Hartog Island. These are all possible on one of the first-rate tours operated by Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures.

THE PILBARA

If you want to see the best of the Pilbara, Ngurrangga Tours has you covered, from forays into the rock-art-rich, Unesco World Heritage-listed Murujuga National Park, out onto the islands of the Dampier Archipelago, or into the isolated magic of Millstream Chichester National Park.

You could also follow the Warlu Way, a 2500km scenic drive that follows the path of the warlu, the Dreaming serpent or Creator Spirit who shaped much of the Pilbara.

DAMPIER PENINSULA & WEST KIMBERLEY

The Dampier Peninsula north of Broome is particularly rich in Indigenous-led tours. Goolarabooloo guides can, for example, take you along the 82km Lurujarri Dreaming Trail from Gantheaume Point to Coulomb Point. In Lombadina and with Ngarlan Yarnin’ of Beagle Bay, local guides can take you deep into local culture. The First Nations raconteurs of Bardi guides from Brian Lee Tagalong Tours and Bundy’s Tours tell a great story and let you join in local activities. And down off the Great Northern Highway, Aboriginal-owned Girloorloo Tours will take you through Mimbi Caves.

EAST KIMBERLEY & PURNULULU NATIONAL PARK

Out of Kununurra, Luridgii Tours can show you the gorges, thermal pools and Dreaming stories of Miriuwung Country, while Waringarri Art & Culture Tours will take you to their art centre and then out into Mirima National Park. Wyndham operator Just Over the Hills operates 4WD tag-along tours with a focus on rock art and special women-only tours.

For Purnululu, no one does a better day-long combo of walking and helicopter tours than First Nations–run Bungle Bungle Guided Tours.


WAITOC

The Western Australian Indigenous Tourism Operators Council (WAITOC; waitoc.com) website is a fabulous resource that connects you to Aboriginal-owned and -operated tours, art centres and more. It divides the state up into regions, with every part of Western Australia offering some form of First Nations cultural experience.

It’s especially useful for finding tours and activities led by First Nations guides in the area where you’ll be travelling.

The nature of the listed operators varies widely, including art centres and community centres to go with the outstanding collection of tours and other experiences.






TRIP PLANNER

WEST COAST AUSTRALIA’S WILDLIFE

Seeing wildlife in West Coast Australia can be harder than you’d imagine, but you just need to know where to look. Marine mammals are the undoubted stars, but you can also tick off kangaroos and other marsupials, as well as a list of birds hundreds of species long.
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Kangaroo, Cape Le Grand National Park | ANDREW ATKINSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Marine Life

When it comes to West Coast Australia’s marine life, it’s all about World Heritage–listed Ningaloo Reef, where the waters are ordinarily an alluring shade of transparent turquoise. You can dive and snorkel at numerous places elsewhere along the coast. But Ningaloo is special: extending for 300km along the coast, from Bundegi near Exmouth to Red Bluff on Quobba Station, it’s Australia’s largest fringing reef. It hosts sharks, manta rays, humpback whales, turtles, dugongs, dolphins, and 220 species of hard coral, from bulbous brain corals found on bommies (submerged offshore reefs), to delicate branching staghorns. While less colourful than the soft corals that live in deeper water on the outer reef, the hard corals are known for their incredible formations.

WHALE SHARKS

Whale sharks are neither whales nor sharks. They’re actually the largest fish in the world, reaching anywhere between 2m and 20m, although it’s rare to see a whale shark at Ningaloo longer than 12m. They have staggering stats and proportions: a 70- to 150-year lifespan, a mouth over 1m wide, and, according to the World Wildlife Fund, can reach a weight of 20 tonnes.


What makes Ningaloo such a magnet for whale sharks is when hermaphroditic coral eject eggs and sperm into the water after full and new moons between February and May. Whale sharks turn up to feed on these around mid-March and remain in the area until mid-August.


BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES

• Whale sharks, Ningaloo Reef The ultimate in snorkelling fun. Mid-March to mid-August

• Humpback whales, Albany The pick of the whale-watching sites and tours for humpbacks. August to November

• Sea turtles, Ningaloo Reef Watch them nesting and the hatchlings race for the sea at Hunters Beach. December to March

• Quokka, Rottnest Island It’s a privilege to get this close to a cute, wild, furry animal. Year-round

• Kangaroo, Kalbarri National Park Watch for red kangaroos, smaller western grey kangaroos, and endangered black-flanked rock wallabies. Year-round

• Dirk Hartog Island You won’t see much unless you stay overnight; go for a walk and you’ll see scurrying macropods everywhere. June to September

• Emus, Denham or Monkey Mia Denham is one of few towns in Australia where they wander down the main street; they’re common in Monkey Mia’s car park. Year-round

• Dolphins, Francois Peron National Park Head for Cape Peron and watch for dolphins that played a starring role for National Geographic. Year-round

• Shorebirds, Roebuck Bay Close to Broome, the beaches and mangroves of Roebuck Bay fill with hundreds of thousands of shorebirds. November to March or April

• Freshwater crocs, Windjana Gorge As the Lennard River dries up during the dry season, freshwater crocs come and bask by the remaining water’s edge. June to September



WHALES

A normal-sized humpback whale is about the same size as the biggest whale sharks: they can be 18m long, but can weigh 30 tonnes. Between July and October, they migrate north to give birth in the warm waters of the Kimberley, then return down Australia’s west coast on their way to their feeding grounds in Antarctica. Humpbacks are among the most acrobatic and vocal of whales, producing deep songs that can be heard and recorded hundreds of kilometres away.


Ningaloo is one of the best places to watch whales, but Broome, Kalbarri, Perth and Albany all have whale-watching tours in season, which in the south and southwest runs from August to November.

Down in the state’s far south at Bremer Bay you can see orcas in summer and southern right whales in winter.
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Whale shark, Ningaloo Reef | lewis burnett/shutterstock ©


SNAKES & CROCS

At last count, Western Australia had 131 reptile species, including, as you might expect, a full suite of 54 venomous snakes. These include the Western brown snake, mulga snake (or king brown), taipan, death adder, tiger snake and more. Despite such a formidable list, bites are extremely rare, and you’re unlikely to even see one throughout your trip, let alone get bitten by one.

Freshwater and saltwater crocodiles are common in the waterholes, rivers and estuaries of the Kimberley. Always take local advice before swimming (or even standing by the water’s edge) anywhere in the Kimberley. Remember that freshwater crocodiles only rarely attack human beings and deaths are extremely rare.



SEA TURTLES

Sea turtles are another charismatic presence all along the central and northern Western Australian coast. At Ningaloo, green and loggerhead turtles nest along Hunters Beach and close to the excellent Jurabi Turtle Centre. You can even join a five-week volunteer program through the Ningaloo Turtle Program.

The easiest way to see loggerhead turtles around Shark Bay is to walk the clifftop boardwalk at Eagle Bluff: you can usually see them swimming hundreds of metres below. Port Hedland is another nesting spot, this time from November to March for green and flatback turtles.

Loggerhead turtles are considered Vulnerable by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature; they’re the world’s largest hard-shelled turtle (adults can weigh up to 200kg), followed closely by the green sea turtle.

Land Mammals

Australia has the worst record of mammal extinctions of any continent on the planet: around 30 mammal species have fallen extinct since European settlement in 1788. The arid zone of the Australian interior, including vast tracts of Western Australia, has been particularly hard hit. The main causes are invasive species (including feral cats, foxes and cane toads), habitat loss and human encroachment.

Some hold-outs survive against the odds. These include the northern or western quoll (which inhabits the Kimberley, or in Millstream Chichester National Park) or the numbat, a critically endangered native marsupial that looks like a banded anteater.

The Return to 1616 Project on Dirk Hartog Island, in the Shark Bay Area, involves removing non-native predators from the island, then reintroducing dozens of species lost elsewhere, turning the island into a natural ark for native wildlife. Other worthwhile reintroduction projects are also being carried out by the Australian Wildlife Conservancy (AWC; www.australianwildlife.org).

Kangaroos and dingoes are found across much of the north and west.


WILDFLOWERS

Every spring, Western Australia puts on a show. From the far south around Fitzgerald River National Park, past Perth to Kalbarri National Park and beyond, the state’s annual wildflower bloom is the largest of its kind on earth. If you’re lucky, you’ll see entire landscapes carpeted in wildflowers and bathed in colour to the far horizon. The season can begin in mid-June and last until November (although August and September are considered the peak), with a staggering 12,000 different species, of which around 60% are endemic. Visitor centres across the region can provide updates. And for pre-trip inspiration, check out wildflowersocietywa.org.au or wildflowercountry.com.au.



Birds

With a land mass larger than Western Europe, Western Australia has a remarkable range of habitats that draw a recorded bird list of more than 500 different species. Of these, 18 are found nowhere else.

The emu, one of the world’s largest bird species, is a common sight in outback regions. And while scientists estimate that 10% of all Australian birds could become extinct by the end of the century, there are some good news stories. For example, the night parrot was considered extinct for nearly a century. Rediscovered in western Queensland in 2013, small night parrot populations have been found across Western Australia’s Gibson and Great Sandy Deserts, thanks to scientists working alongside (and using the knowledge of) Indigenous ranger groups.




THE FOOD SCENE

The southwest and, increasingly, Perth are leading lights in the culinary life of the nation. Up north, take what you can get.
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Margaret River and the other wine regions of the southwest corner of Western Australia and along the south coast may grab all of the attention. But a pervasive aura of excellence spills over into every aspect of culinary life. Many of the best wineries have outstanding restaurants to go with their cellar door tastings, especially in the Margaret River region and up in the Perth Hills or the Swan Valley. And for every winery there’s an olive farm, boutique chocolate maker or a farmers market where local produce and dishes made with local ingredients are sold. Perth is the beneficiary of all this abundance, with a stellar portfolio of restaurants across a diverse range of cuisines.

The further north you go, the less choice you’ll have, and the more likely it is that simplicity will trump sophistication. But there are still some great meals to be had, and most of them revolve around eating the freshest possible seafood with a view out over the Indian Ocean.

Fresh Produce

Western Australia’s superb regional produce includes marron (small freshwater crayfish unique to the southwest), crayfish (rock lobster, from the Turquoise Coast in particular), McHenry Hohnen beef (Margaret River) and wild-caught barramundi (the Kimberley). Look out for Browne’s iced coffee and yoghurts, Harvey Fresh products (good fresh orange juice) and excellent chilli mussels. Down in the southwest, and in some areas of Perth, you can enjoy this bounty in the manner of your choosing. Most of it is available in take-away form from supermarkets and delicatessens or, better still, directly from the producers or from farmers markets – you’re spoiled for choice when planning for a picnic. But most of these local ingredients also form the centrepiece of pub, cafe and restaurant menus across the region.

WA’s Food Bowl

While so much that is good about West Coast Australia’s culinary scene comes from the southwest, Carnarvon is a worthy exception. Blessed with a sub-tropical climate but without the anvil-like heat of the Pilbara just to the north, Carnarvon is sometimes called Western Australia’s Food Bowl. By one estimate, 80% of the state’s fruit and vegetables comes from here, and hectare upon hectare of orchards surround the town, producing bananas, pawpaws, mangoes, grapes, avocados and more. The waters off Carnarvon are also the leading source of seafood, including prawn, scallop, crab and fish.

Bush Tucker

Bush foods (often called bush tucker) are an emerging element in local culinary culture. Their growing popularity has been largely driven by a burgeoning interest in traditional First Nations culture and taken to a new level by Indigenous guides who take travellers out to find the traditional foods that were for millennia essential for the survival of those who lived on the land.

Often hiding in plain sight, bush foods such as bush tomatoes, bush potatoes and bush onions, fruits such as quandongs or desert limes, and herbs or garnish such as lemon myrtle, wattleseed or saltbush have been taken up by a new generation of chefs.
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A Taste of Broome (facebook.com/tastebroome/ ; Aug) First Nations culture meets food extravaganza with live performances and food-focused events.

Sunshine Festival (sunshinefestival.com.au; early October) Begun as a tomato festival, this Geraldton event now includes dragon-boat races, parades and sand sculptures, but food remains central to the fun.

Gourmet Escape (gourmetescape.com.au; late-Nov) Drawing national and international celebrity chefs, this Margaret River shindig has workshops, events, tastings and themed menus.

Mango Festival (late November) Mango madness takes over Broome for three days with live music, alcoholic mango drinks and mango-themed menus.

Toodyay Agricultural Show (toodyayagshow.com.au; Oct; pictured) Up in the Perth Hills, this is one of WA’s oldest festivals. Food stalls and food trucks come from Perth for the festivities.




Best West Coast Australia Dishes

BBQ

Anything can be thrown on (sausages, lamb chops, prawns...). As much social event as meal.

AVOCADO BREAKFAST

An Aussie classic, often served as ‘smashed avo’ on sourdough toast.

BUCKET OF PRAWNS

Fresh from the boat, served with cold beer and lime or lemon.

ROAST LAMB

Any meat will do but lamb is king; served with roast veggies and gravy.

PAVLOVA

Wonderfully sweet dessert confection of meringue, cream and fruit.

CHICKEN PARMA

Chicken fillet topped with Parma ham, cheese and Napoli sauce; served with chips and/or salad.

SURF & TURF

Steak topped with prawns in a monster-sized dish.

FISH & CHIPS

Battered fish (flake, blue grenadier or barramundi) served with chips.




Specialities

Local Specialities

Meat pies The basic meat-filled version is a footy staple, but a new breed contains anything from scallops to Thai chicken curry.

Takeaway coffee Urban Australians obsess about coffee, be it flat white, latte, long black or filter (or in rural areas, quite possibly instant).

Food vans Found everywhere along beachfronts and in markets, in their simplest form slinging hot dogs and greasy hot chips – but Asian-food vans can be outstanding.

Vegemite You’ll either love it or hate it (probably the latter), but Australians consume over 22 million jars each year.

Tim-Tams Classic chocolate-filled layered biscuits with white-chocolate, salted-caramel and other varieties.

Bush Tucker

Honey ants Another desert food, honey ants (often called tjuratja or tjala) are found deep underground. You eat them by popping honey-like syrup from the abdomen.

Bush tomatoes There are nearly 100 different kinds of bush tomatoes, some edible, some not. Mostly found in desert areas.

Wild figs Sweet red figs that grow in gardens and rocky areas of central Australia.

Witchetty grubs The wood-eating larvae of certain moth varieties; they’re lightly cooked in a fire and are an important source of protein.

Bush potatoes Long tubers resembling sweet potatoes dug from beneath the sands by desert people; they’re cooked with hot coals beneath the sand.
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MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Wildflower Fabulous fine dining in Perth, with local ingredients and a seasonal menu based on the six-season Noongar calendar.

Balthazar Another Perth stunner with bush-food ingredients at the service of modern European dishes.

Miki’s Open Kitchen The perfect marriage of Japanese tastes with fresh Margaret River produce. Bliss.

Lagoon Yallingup Beachfront dining in Yallingup with wild-truffle eggs, seafood and ocean-trout sausage rolls.

Burnt Barrel Texas meets the outback at this ‘Outback brewBQ’ north of Geraldton; they serve smoked meats and craft beers.

Wharf Restaurant Wine, whale sightings and chilli crab or barramundi in Broome.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Berries and avocadoes come to the fore during the peak season for gourmands in the south and southwest; Margaret River is at its best as temperatures cool and every weekend feels like a food festival.
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SUMMER

The rainy season in the northern half of Western Australia means that the focus on local produce (including seafood) shifts to southern farms and fishing fleets. Tropical fruits come into their own.
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AUTUMN

Carnarvon gets busy with its apple and banana harvests, with some tropical fruits also coming into their own. Down in the southwest, the olive harvest kicks off.
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WINTER

This corresponds with the dry season in northern WA; eating outdoors is a favourite pastime for northerners. Down south, the port-style wines of Balingup are perfect for a cool winter’s day.
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HOW TO… Choose Your Wine Region

Southern WA has world-class wine regions and they’re worth building an itinerary around. It starts with the premium wines of Margaret River, but consider also Swan Valley, the Great Southern, Pemberton, the Peel and Geographe regions, or Perth Hills. For information and tasting notes about WA wines, check out mrwines.com. And here’s how to choose between them.
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Margaret River

If you’re going to visit one wine region, make it Margaret River. Around 250km southwest of Perth, Margaret River has nearly 100 wineries where cooling ocean breezes help create the region’s distinctively elegant and rich wines; one in five Australian premium wines come from here. Main varieties include cabernet sauvignon, chardonnay, semillon sauvignon blanc blends and shiraz. By far the best way to get started is on a tour with, among others, Margaret River Tours, Harvest Tours and Grape Escape Tours. Check out margaretriver.com/eat-drink/wineries.

The Great Southern & Pemberton

The Great Southern wine region (greatsouthernwine.asn.au) may be less known than Margaret River, but it has a growing reputation for quality. Around 350km southeast of Perth, it takes in Frankland, Albany, Mt Barker and Denmark. Wines here are known for being flavoursome, powerful and elegant with the main grape varieties shiraz, cabernet sauvignon, riesling and sauvignon blanc; try the peppery shirazes in particular. To get a taste, take a tour with Denmark Wine Lovers Tour and check out greatsouthernwine.asn.au.

Peel & Geographe Regions

Beginning just 70km south of Perth, the Peel Region (and its sister area, Geographe, a little further south) is hotter and drier than other WA wine regions. Perhaps as a result, quality varies. Exceptions include Peel’s Millbrook Winery and Geographe’s Capel Vale; the latter does chardonnay, shiraz and merlot.

Swan Valley

Visit Swan Valley for its scenic beauty, easy proximity to Perth and excellent wineries, though the quality of its wines doesn’t quite match Margaret River or Great Southern. Sandalford Wines and Houghton are the area’s best. For more on the region’s wineries, visit www.swanvalley.com.au/eat-drink, or take a tour with d’Vine Wine Tours.

Perth Hills

The Perth Hills are known for having around a dozen small-scale boutique producers, mostly concentrated around the Bickley Valley. To learn more, visit experienceperthhills.com.au/wineries, or go with d’Vine Wine Tours.


CRAFT BEER

Fremantle is known for downing craft beers on a pub deck at sunset. The Norfolk Hotel has a blackboard full of ever-changing brews.

Margaret River is also excellent. Along Caves Rd in particular, you’ll find brewers with tastings and tap rooms. Take a guided tour with Margaret River Brewery Tours for four of the best.

Elsewhere, Swan Valley is becoming better known for craft beers than for its wines, while Denmark, Pemberton and Bridgetown all have excellent local breweries. Up north, Matso’s in Broome is a local institution, known for its Chango (50/50 chilli/mango beer).






THE OUTDOORS

Western Australia is big-sky country that’s best explored outdoors. Dive or snorkel pristine coastline and hike the wildly beautiful outback.
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All along Australia’s western shore, red-hued outback landscapes push up against the unspoiled Indian Ocean coastline. These two giants of the natural world provide both backdrop and the essential elements necessary for a string of outdoor adventures. Hike amid eucalyptus forests or to waterholes through deep, jagged gorges. Or take to the water with the equipment of your choice to swim with whale sharks or among the staggering marine life of western reefs. Then again, why not do all of the above?

Diving & Snorkelling

Ningaloo Reef would be a world-class destination even without its near-guaranteed (and utterly unforgettable) opportunity to swim with whale sharks from around mid-March to mid-August. But the reef itself is superb, and where else can you drift snorkel in a place as stunning as Turquoise Bay? Base yourself in Exmouth or Coral Bay.

Carnarvon locals call an otherwise-little-known stretch of the Quobba Coast ‘the Aquarium’ because of its astonishing marine life. Shark Bay and the Houtman Abrolhos Islands also offer transparent waters filled with marine life.

Western Australia’s south is also known for its wreck dives. Rottnest Island and the West Coast Dive Park within Shoalwater Islands Marine Park, near Rockingham, are the best options close to Perth. Geographe Bay is also terrific with dive centres in Dunsborough and Busselton. Further afield, Albany and Esperance also offer wreck dives.	


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Enjoy Perth with a trip to Perth Zoo, a zip line and climbing, then head over to family-friendly Fremantle.

Get up close and personal with quokkas on Rottnest Island, then relax on the beach.

Watch humpback whales breaching the waters offshore from Albany or Ningaloo Reef.

Watch wild dolphins feed close to shore and have a conversation with your kids about conservation at Monkey Mia.

Swim in a croc-free waterhole in Dales or Hamersley Gorge in Karijini National Park.

Listen to First Nations stories, learn to look for bush foods and look for animals with Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures around Shark Bay.



Hiking

West Coast Australia and its broad hinterland is crisscrossed by some of the most spectacular (yet least traversed) hiking trails in the country. Check out Trails WA (trailswa.com.au), Hike West (www.hikewest.org.au) or the national park website Explore Parks WA (exploreparks.dbca.wa.gov.au/) for ideas.

The state’s far south is premier hiking country. Stirling Range National Park is rugged and popular with serious hikers, while Porungurup National Park, north of Albany, has something for every hiker. Other rewarding southern parks include the walk through Walpole-Nornalup, Fitzgerald River and Cape Le Grand.

Close to Perth, there’s relatively easy John Forrest National Park and more challenging Walyunga National Park. Yanchep National Park has a little of each.

In northern WA, the safest (some would say) season for hiking is from May to September. Kalbarri National Park, Millstream Chichester National Park and Karijini National Park offer clifftop walks or walks down into the valleys; at the latter, expect waterholes where you can cool off with a swim. The gorge trails of Purnululu National Park are also outstanding.

WA also has some excellent multiday hikes. Ranked consistently highly by experienced Aussie hikers, the long-haul, eight-week Bibbulmun Track runs from Kalamunda, 20km east of Perth, to Albany. The route traverses jarrah and marri forests, wildflowers, granite outcrops, coastal heath country, and gloriously empty coastlines. August to October is best for the Bibbulmun, and there are well-spaced campsites along the way.

Also in the southwest, the 135km Cape to Cape Track is one of our favourite walks. It connects Cape Naturaliste with Cape Leeuwin. The scenery is amazing. Close to Perth, the 28km Yaberoo Budjara Heritage Trail in the Perth Hills is both scenic and spiritually charged (it follows an Aboriginal walking trail).


BEST SPOTS

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see the map here.
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Outdoor Experiences

KAYAKING

Take to the water and paddle away from the crowds in Perth, Margaret River or Shark Bay.

KITESURFING

Learn to kitesurf (kite board) or just get out and and do it off Perth’s Pinaroo Point or close to Geraldton.

SURFING

Learn to surf in Perth, especially around Trigg Beach, or surf the Tombstones at Gnaraloo, near Carnarvon.

MOUNTAIN BIKING

From the 1000km Munda Biddi Trail to Margaret River’s emergence as a top MTB destination (spilling over to Bunbury), the southwest is taking off.

WILDLIFE WATCHING

Whales off Albany, Perth, Ningaloo, Broome and elsewhere; quokkas on Rottnest.

SWIMMING

WA has world-class beaches just about everywhere, including fab city beaches in Perth and Cable Beach in Broome.

CAVING

In Margaret River, tours can take you down into Giants Cave, Mammoth Cave, stunning Ngilgi Cave and more.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Western Australia’s best outdoor activities.
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WEST COAST 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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Perth
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WESTERN AUSTRALIA’S CULTURE-FILLED CAPITAL

Sun-soaked beaches, magnificent parkland and sparkling harbours provide the scenic setting for Perth’s heritage architecture, Indigenous culture and world-class epicurean scene.


[image: map]

Blue Boat House | AKURAMA MEDIA DIGITAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Geographically, Perth 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 scenic setting is a thriving cosmopolitan city that’s riding the wave of a new mining boom, where new centrepiece developments are popping up like it’s the 1890s gold rush again.

Truth be told, it’s not that far away: it’s only a few hours extra if flying between any of Australia’s other capital cities. And if arriving from Europe, it’s a convenient first stop given it’s the only city with a direct flight to Paris and London. Driving is another matter, but it’s a fantastic option if you are lucky enough to have time on your side, with Perth offering a fitting reward for those who’ve done the 2500-odd kilometres to get here.

These are the ancestral lands of the Whadjuk Noongar, the traditional custodians who have resided in the Perth and south-western Australia region, known as Boorlo, for millennia. Today discussions surrounding truth-telling are gaining momentum, with the city 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 here. Not only is this Australia’s sunniest capital, but it’s also home to some of the country’s best city beaches along with the sparkling Swan River and superb Kings Park. You’ll also find some outstand-ing cultural attractions in the city centre – world-class galleries and museums taking in both Indigenous and contemporary arts to go with priceless artifacts from around Western Australia (WA). Fremantle, too, is packed with sights and it makes for an intriguing destination mixing a salty maritime atmosphere with bohemian flair.

Perth is also sporting mad; try to make it to an AFL game to see the Eagles or Dockers. When they’re playing each other in ‘the Derby’, things really reach a fever pitch.
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The Main Areas

CENTRAL PERTH

Waterfront showpiece, heritage architecture and museums.

FREMANTLE

Maritime heritage and arts district.

COASTAL PERTH

Bone-white sands and turquoise water.

NORTHBRIDGE & AROUND

Multicultural eats and late-night frivolity.

KINGS PARK & SUBIACO

Superb botanical garden and inner-city culture.




Find Your Way

Thanks to Perth’s public transport system and (mostly) congestion-free roads, it rarely takes more than 45 minutes to cross from the city. While each neighbourhood is easily explored on foot, the distance between them is generally too far to walk, which is where its cycling trails come in handy.
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Plan Your Days

To get the most out of Perth be sure to factor in beach time, river cruises and garden strolls between the sights, great food and nights out on the town.
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Day 1

Morning

• Perth’s city centre is a logical starting point, so grab a laneway coffee at Howard’s Groove and check out the blockbuster attractions, WA Museum Boola Bardip and Art Gallery of Western Australia, on a guided tour.

Afternoon

• Stroll over to Perth’s sparkling waterfront for lunch at Island at Elizabeth Quay before taking a scenic Swan River cruise.

Evening

• Treat yourself to a fancy dinner at Wildflower, or for something cheap and cheerful head to Northbridge for multicultural eats among cool bars and a heady nightlife scene.




Day 2

Morning

• Nurse a sore head with a bracing swim at City Beach, one of many fine choices along north Perth’s gorgeous coastline. Enjoy the views with a beachside brekky at Clancy’s Fish Bar.

Afternoon

• Cycle the coastal trail to Fremantle, celebrated for its maritime history and vibrant atmosphere. Grab a quick bite at the market, then tour the World Heritage–listed prison.

Evening

• After a late-arvo beer at Little Creatures make your way to South Fremantle for a seafood dinner at upmarket Madalena’s or fish and chips at Sealanes.




Day 3

Morning

• Take in South Freo’s cafe scene at Roasting Warehouse before taking in its seafaring past at the Shipwrecks Museum. Grab a tasting paddle and lunch at Gage Roads accompanied by harbour views.

Afternoon

• Head to Kings Park for city vistas as you wander among flora from across WA. Enjoy scones for afternoon tea before walking through bushland questioning whether you’re really still in Perth.

Evening

• For a relaxed evening, check out Perth’s inner suburbs for pubs, breweries and wine bars in Subiaco, including one of its finest restaurants, Lulu la Delizia.



YOU’LL ALSO WANT TO…

Beyond all the big-ticketed attractions lie some of Perth’s quintessential experiences, so factor in enough time to take these in.

HEAD TO THE FOOTY

Catch a game of AFL footy at Perth’s Optus Stadium; both Eagles and Docker fans are as one-eyed as they come.
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LIVE MUSIC

Bon Scott, the Scientists, Tame Impala: Perth delivers big Aussie bands; and this is your chance to catch the next big thing.
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STREET ART

From the Dingo Flour silo to Eliza’s dress changes in Matilda Bay, Perth is a city of murals and urban art.
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WALKING TOURS

Walking tours are the best way to get local insights, and Perth has some rippers covering Indigenous and urban culture.
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INDIGENOUS CULTURE

Boorlo is the Noongar name for Perth and here you’ll learn all about its Traditional Custodians, past, present and emerging.
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SHOPPING FOR INDIE BOUTIQUES

Perth’s museum and gallery gift shops are great places to pick up beautiful bespoke pieces by local artisans.
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CRAFT BOOZE

Perth has long been under the grip of the craft-beer movement and now it’s added artisanal spirits to its range.
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Central Perth


HERITAGE ARCHITECTURE, ARTS AND CUISINE

Among the plazas of Central Perth’s shiny high-flying business district you’ll find its big-ticketed cultural attractions, gold rush-era architecture and gastronomic highlights.

Divided into three distinct sections, the central business district (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. Taking in a broader sweep, it also incorporates sprawling East Perth that 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 captivates visitors with ornate streetscapes lined with grand 19th-century architecture.

By day it’s all about visiting Perth’s premier museums and galleries and cruising the Swan River, but come evenings, it beckons with cocktail bars and contemporary fine dining that adds a whole new level of sophistication.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 WA Museum Boola Bardip

SIGHTS

2 Art Collective WA

3 Art Gallery of Western Australia

4 Bell Tower

5 City of Perth Library

6 Deanery

7 East Perth Cemeteries

8 Elizabeth Quay

9 Government House

10 Heirisson Island

111 London Court

see 2 Moore Contemprary

12 Museum of Perth

13 Old Court House Law Museum

14 Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts (PICA)

15 Perth Mint

16 Perth Town Hall

17 Plaza Theatre

18 Prince Lane

19 St George’s Cathedral

20 St Mary’s Cathedral

21 State Buildings

22 Stirling Gardens

23 Stolen Generations Monument

24 Supreme Court

25 Supreme Court Gardens

26 WACA

27 Wolf Lane

28 Yagan Square

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

29 Captain Cook Cruises

30 Free Guided City Tours

31 Gondolas on the Swan

see 31 Little Ferry Co

32 Oh Hey WA

33 Wild West Charters

EATING

34 Any

35 Balthazar

36 Garum

37 Gusto Gelato

38 Hearth

39 Heritage Wine Bar

40 Hifumiya

41 Island at Elizabeth Quay

42 La Veen

43 Le Vietnam

see 21 Long Chim

44 Miss Mi

see 21 Petition Kitchen

see 21 Post

45 Santini Bar & Grill

46 Twilight Hawkers Market

see 16 Wildflower

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 3 AGWA Rooftop Bar

47 Alfred’s Pizzeria

48 Amplifier

49 Aviary

50 Badlands Bar

see 21 Beer Corner

51 Bobeche

52 Bright Tank Brewing

53 Folly

54 Foxtrot Unicorn

55 Howard’s Groove Coffee

56 Hula Bula Bar

57 Lalla Rookh

58 Lucky Shag

59 Mo’s Espresso

see 14 Picabar

60 Royal Perth

see 16 Telegram Coffee

61 Terrarium

62 Whipper Snapper Distillery

ENTERTAINMENT

63 His Majesty’s Theatre

SHOPPING

64 Forest Chase




GETTING AROUND

For the most part, Central Perth is easily explored on foot. The 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 leads on from here, and if you’re done walking, the free CAT (Central Area Transit) buses run to Matagarup Bridge where you can stroll over Swan River to Optus Stadium.

Other options include the hop-on, hop-off Perth Explorer, e-scooters or Uber. As the hub for trains, buses and ferries, Central Perth is a good base to get elsewhere in the city.




TOP TIP

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 to help contextualise the area as you explore.



Get Lost in the Wonders of Boola Bardip

Perth’s unmissable museum

After four years and $400 million in the ‘remaking’, WA Museum Boola Bardip – the showcase piece of Perth Culture Centre (perthculturalcentre.com.au) – opened 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 exactly that, a deep dive into WA’s rich diversity of voices. As well as celebrating its achievements and mixed cultural heritage, it encourages critical thinking in a refreshing post-truth approach that challenges the issues from the past.

Set over eight sprawling permanent galleries, there’s so much engrossing info vying for your attention, you’re going to need several hours to scrape the surface. It’s not a bad idea to aim for its twice-daily highlights tours; if time’s on your side, zero in on the parts that take your fancy.

But 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 from voices 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, taking in a sobering account of past massacres, exposure to disease, and the stolen generation among other current-day issues of incarceration, land rights and more.

Other wonderful galleries include WA Treasures, starring Otto, the 24m-long suspended blue whale that washed ashore in the 1890s near Busselton. Reflections chronologises WA’s post-colonial social fabric from war-time eras through to current-day contemporary Aussie life, including features on music and sport. Wild Life explores WA as a biodiversity hotspot with a vast array of species on display from varied habitats. Also featured are extinct species, including an extraordinary fossilised thylacine discovered in the Nullarbor 4650 years ago; megafauna such as giant echidna, wombats and marsupial lions; and replicas of WA’s dinosaurs. Origins delves into natural geography and boasts the largest meteorite collection in the southern hemisphere. Changes explores the environmental and cultural impacts 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.


The building itself is also of interest, an L-shaped design that incorporates its original heritage elements from when it was the Old Perth Gaol, built by convicts in 1855 (and where public executions were held), and today remodelled with stunning new contemporary design.
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PERTH PRIDE

PrideWA (www.pridewa.com.au) was established in 1989 and has done great work in fostering a community and safe space in embracing sexual diversity. They organise the annual PrideFest, a 10-day celebration that takes place in Northbridge in November and culminates with a Pride Parade grand finale.

Though Perth has a much lower-key LGBTQIA+ scene compared to Sydney (so do most cities), there’s still plenty going on. Out in Perth (www.outinperth.com) makes for a good starting point for venues and events, and Northbridge is the most popular spot, with LGBTIQ+ friendly clubs, including The Court, the Rechabite and Connections. Other options are Hula Bula Bar (Map here) in the city and Flaming Galah in Fremantle.



DRINKING IN PERTH: CITY BARS

Picabar: Popular red-brick city boozer in Perth’s Cultural Centre with beer garden, old-fashioned front bar, heaps of beers on tap, burgers and well-made drinks. 11am-midnight

Lalla Rookh: Intimate enoteca with some 300 wine varietals ($15 corkage) along with negronis and Italian bar food. 11.30am-midnight Mon-Fri, from 5pm Sat

Foxtrot Unicorn: Classy speakeasy in a 19th-century bank vault, mixing up original cocktails using native flavours and local craft distillers. Toasties, too, if you’re peckish. 4pm-late Mon-Sat

Bobeche: Dimly lit, ambient basement cocktail bar with Chesterfields and pewter wooden bar to enjoy prohibition teapot punch among other craft cocktails. 4pm-midnight Tue-Sat

DRINKING IN PERTH: COFFEE & CAFES

Howard’s Groove Coffee: City-worker suits and speciality-coffee lovers mingle for central Perth’s best single-origin brew varieties and Cuban sandwiches. 6.30am-2.30pm Mon-Fri

Telegram Coffee: Inside Perth’s State Buildings are Telegram’s expert baristas frothing up well-made coffees using single-origin beans. 6am-4pm Mon-Fri

Mo’s Espresso: Part of the art-deco 19th-century Trinity Arcade, this hole-in-the-wall caffeine stop is all about great coffee to go with donuts and bagels. 6.30am-noon

La Veen: It has a few branches now, but Its King St cafe remains one of the city’s 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

Another big reason to visit 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 Technical and Further Education (TAFE) college, here it’s all about the shock of the new, with exhibitions covering experimental art and avant-garde mixed multimedia and installations. Exhibitions change every few months and entry is free. Also, don’t miss Picabar, one of central Perth’s most popular drinking spots.

Eating in Perth: State Building Dining

Wildflower: Perth’s best fine-diner focuses on local ingredients attuned to the Noongar calendar’s six seasons. 5.30-10pm Tue-Sat, noon-2.30pm Wed-Fri $$$

Long Chim: Acclaimed chef David Thompson’s authentic flavours of Thai street food in a vibrant setting. Noon-late Tue-Sat $$$

Post: Set in an elegant space, this ambient osteria is open all day for contemporary break-fasts and degustation menu of modern Italian. 6.30am-10pm $$$

Petition Kitchen: Refined modern restaurant offering creative seasonal cuisine to go with its Wine Merchant and Beer Corner bars. 7am-10.30pm Mon-Fri, from 8pm Sat & Sun $$$


Taking in AGWA’s Outstanding Art Collection

Visiting the Art Gallery of Western Australia

Another part of Perth’s Cultural Centre, and a key feature of the city’s revitalisation, 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 less dot paintings and more cutting-edge multimedia works incorporating traditional cultural elements into contemporary styles – often politically charged to express a disaffected voice.

It sits alongside the modernist gallery featuring 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 await more superb works by late-19th-century Australian impressionist masters including McCubbin, Roberts and Streeton.

Its upper floors host temporary shows, and there’s always something quality showing, including its annual portrait prize. Also don’t miss its rooftop, where you’ll be treated to public works by anyone from Henry Moore to Indigenous artist Christopher Pease and his 34m-long Targets mural – the largest artwork commissioned by AGWA. The rooftop bar is a great spot to mingle with Perth’s arty crowd on Friday and Saturday evenings.


PERTH CITY SHOPPING

WA Museum Boola Bardip: Well-curated stock of local boutiques and jewellery by indie designers, many of whom are Indigenous, along with WA-specific books and artworks.

Aspects of Kings Park: For gifts that go beyond tacky Aussie road-sign souvenirs and stuffed quokkas, head to Kings Park for its array of books and artisanal boutiques.

State Buildings: Anything from hand-crafted chocolates at Sue Lewis Chocolatier using native ingredi-ents to the cool, eclectic range of vinyl at Shari-Vari Records.

Forest Chase (Map here): The city’s main spot for retail department stores, such as Myer.

London Court: Quaint Tudor-style arcade with book-shops and craft stores.



EATING IN PERTH: ASIAN EATS

Hifumiya: Authentic Japanese-run, house-made udon place with options including the Hifumiya original, beancurd and slow-cooked 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 get yourself over to Forrest Place for a taste of multicultural Perth, including Asian streetfood stalls. 4.30-9.30pm Fri $

Miss Mi: Inventive takes of wok-fired Southeast Asia classics by Filipino-born chef Alex De Leon. 5.30-10pm Tue-Sat, noon-3pm Thu & Fri $$



A WALK THROUGH PERTH’S ARCHITECTURE & URBAN ART
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Pull into 1 Perth Railway Station, dating to 1881, to explore the pedestrianised 2 Forrest Place, flanked by the palatial GPO building and Forrest Chase mall with its whimsical ‘Big Cactus’ sculpture.

Wander down Wellington St to 3 Yagan Sq, another multimillion dollar redevelop-ment project that’s opened up the city to happening Northbridge and includes the revamped market hall dining precinct. 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 and interconnected Waterline sculptures.

Cross over Wellington to admire the heritage-listed 4 Royal Perth, a classic two-storey veranda pub dating to 1882. Duck down 5 Prince Lane to check out murals by one of Perth’s most famous artists, Stormie Mills, and swing back to 6 King St, one of Perth’s best-preserved gold-rush streetscapes. 7 Wolf Lane has more street art and 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 with portraits of Greek, Indian and Whadjuk Noongar members of the community. 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 that are home to WA’s mining giants.

For something unexpected, head up 11 London Court, an intriguing replica Tudor-style arcade dating to 1937. It leads to pedestrianised Hay St 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 old meets new.




Exploring Cathedral Square

Heritage architecture with contemporary stylings

On Barrack St you’ll find Perth’s KM 0, where the city was founded in 1829. Rather than laying the first stone (they couldn’t find one), they cut down a tree near where the red-brick medieval-style Perth Town Hall was built by convict labour over three years in 1870. It makes up part of Cathedral Square (www.cathedralsquare.com.au), a revitalised historical precinct that was an important meeting place for the Whadjuk Noongar people, an elevated point known as Koorari where the Swan River once met wetlands.

Here you’ll find the heritage-listed State Buildings (www.statebuildings.com), of which the old Treasury Building (1875) has been converted into Perth’s hottest culinary destination with acclaimed restaurants, including Wildflower and Long Chim, to go with bars, cafes, boutique shopping and a five-star hotel.

Opening in 2016 is the state-of-the-art City of Perth Library, a contemporary seven-storey circular building with Perth’s largest living green wall. Close by are contemporary galleries Art Collective WA and Moore Contemporary, both showing local artists.

St George’s Cathedral (1888) is Perth’s oldest Anglican church and its Deanery (c1859) is Cathedral Square’s oldest building, and the residence for the Dean of Perth until 1953.

Perth’s stately Government House (1864) is set in 3.2 hectares of gardens, open to the public at lunchtimes Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday.

City Gardens & Local History

Heritage architecture and lunchtime picnics

Just south of Cathedral Square you can wander through Stirling Gardens (Koorari), an important Noongar meeting site turned botanical garden that’s popular with city workers taking a break among kangaroo paw, palms and bamboo groves dating back to the 1850s. Inside is the city’s oldest building, the Old Court House Law Museum (1836), open Tuesday to Friday, with a replica courtroom with original features along with interesting insights to WA’s legal proceedings.

It sits next to the Supreme Court, a grand building dating to 1903, and is fronted by the Supreme Court Gardens with inviting lawns perfect for a picnic lunch.

Across Barrack St you’ll find the Museum of Perth, a worthwhile stop within an old finance building displaying themed exhibits that explore different aspects of the city’s past. On the corner are the art-deco Lawson Flats (1937), the former site of the Karrakatta Club (the first women-only club in Australia) and today home to modern Australian restaurant Balthazar.


STREET ART IN PERTH

Perth’s vibrant urban-art scene adds a colourful layer to everyday life here in the city.

Murals, stencils, paste-ups pop up by the week with anything from Indigenous-themed works, native wildlife (red-tail black cockatoos are a favourite), 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 with its building-size murals forming a striking backdrop to its lively streets, while the city centre has taken a leaf out of Melbourne’s laneways and it’s always worth ducking down a random alley to take a look.

Streets of Perth (streetsofperthwa.com) makes a good starting point with its map of works; otherwise Oh Hey WA offers walking tours.



Exploring Elizabeth Quay’s Waterfront Precinct

Where river meets city

Perth’s bold, multibillion-dollar plan to revitalise its city centre is this shiny waterfront showpiece that overlooks the sparkling Swan River. Here the tourist precinct of Elizabeth Quay attracts folk for dining and is a departure point for Rottnest Island and Swan River boat tours.

It’s also a scenic place to stroll and contemplate Perth’s 21st-century boomtown transformation, a well-signed trail providing background info including good coverage on First Nations history. It takes you over walk 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 by feminist, social activist Bessie Rischbieth (1874–1967); and a replica of the Golden Eagle nugget, the largest discovered in WA. For kids, there’s the island playground, waterpark fountain and the Elizabeth Quay Carousel, an authentic Venetian-built piece that spins Fridays and weekends.

Food and dining is a big lure, with plenty of enticing options with waterfront views. 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 onsite 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.
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LIVE MUSIC IN CENTRAL PERTH

For upcoming gigs check out xpressmag.com.au.

Amplifier (Map here): Downtown late-night music stalwart that’s affiliated with Magnet House and is open Friday and Saturday nights for DJs and dance floor.

Badlands Bar (Map here): One of the city’s best for big-name Aussie indie bands.

The Bird: Just up from Yagan Sq is this local institution for sweaty late-night rock ’n’ roll, metal and electronica.

Lynott’s Lounge: International and local rock ’n’ roll bands playing garage, punk and metal.

Jack Rabbit Slim’s: Another dependable Northbridge choice where it’s worth checking out who’s playing.

Rosemount Hotel: Perth’s best mid-sized venue hosting the likes of Dinosaur Jr, Tame Impala and Mudhoney.



DRINKING IN PERTH: CITY BOOZERS

Whipper Snapper Distillery: WA’s first urban 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 hazy IPAs, cacao porters and cherry sours, with woodfired cuisine at acclaimed Brown St Grill. Hours vary

Beer Corner: Count the excellent reasons to stop by the State Buildings with its 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


Discover Perth’s Unique Bell Tower

A bell tower like no other

One of the area’s most audacious landmarks is the 82.5m-high Bell Tower on Barrack Sq. This 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, and you can take the elevator to the sixth floor for its electronic 18 bell carillon to play a song of your choice.
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SOUTHWEST 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 (Indigenous land rights) over Perth and its surrounds.

Though this finding was appealed by the WA and Common-wealth 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. This is the largest native title settlement in Australian history, covering over 200,000 sq km from Jurien Bay to Ravensthorpe, and including the Perth metropolitan area.

In 2021, a further settlement package was passed whereby over 12 years, the WA government will pay $50 million annually to the six Noongar corporations.



Getting out on the Swan River (Derbarl Yerrigan)

Enjoy Perth’s shimmering river

Whether it’s a scenic cruise, a splash about on a swan-shaped pedalboat or cycling on water (yes, that’s a thing), there are countless ways to enjoy Swan River. Elizabeth Quay is where it all kicks off with a bunch of tour operators at your disposal.

The public ferry from Elizabeth Quay Jetty is the cheapest option and will take you across the river to South Perth, a short walk from Perth Zoo. Otherwise Little Ferry Co has solar-powered boats offering handy services 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 riverside 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, winding past iconic sights for what is a well-priced one-way or return trip.


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-styled boat; or Swans on the Swan where you can hire SUP and kayaks, as well as their namesake swan paddle boats: kitschy fun guaranteed.

Learning about Noongar Culture & Traditions

Seeking out Perth’s Indigenous culture

The Indigenous Whadjuk Noongar people have resided in Perth (Boorlo) for at least 45,000 years, so it goes without saying their connection to the country is immeasurable. To stand in Elizabeth Quay and read the Aborigines Act 1905 (WA) detailing how during 1927–54, Whadjuk Noongar people were prohibited from entering the entire 5 sq km of the city where you stand is as upsetting as it is unfathomable. It’s a dark chapter of segregation you’ll learn as part of the Djurandi Dreaming walking tour, which is 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 the Rainbow Serpent Wagyl.

Other tours include Warrang Bridil where you can learn about Noongar culture, both pre-colonisation and current day, and where you’ll also hear about its 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 Sq trips.

Don’t miss the unforgettable, free 45-minute Noongar boomerang performance and smoking ceremony held at 11am each Saturday at WA Museum Boola Bardip. The Indigenous exhibits within the museum are among the best in Australia, but the building itself has a dark past, standing on the site of the 19th-century Old Perth Gaol. By the 1870s, legislation had abolished public executions, with the exception of Indigenous prisoners, which took place well afterwards as a means of forcing Indigenous people into submission to European law.

For wonderful online maps of walking tours leading you through Perth’s Indigenous history before and after 1829, go to visitperth.com; and for more information on the Noongar, visit noongarculture.org.au.


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, led a resistance campaign against the British invasion.

In 1833 Midge-gooroo was caught and executed by firing squad, while Yagan was shot a few months later by some 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. In 1964, Yagan’s head was buried in an unmarked grave in Liverpool, before being exhumed in 1993 and eventually repatriated to Australia. He was finally laid to rest in the Swan Valley in 2010, 177 years after his murder.



EATING IN PERTH: FINE DINING

Nextdoor: South Perth stunner special-ising in fresh cuts sourced from its next-door butcher. 3-10pm Wed & Thu, noon-11.30pm Fri & Sat, noon-6pm Sun $$

Santini Bar & Grill: Past winner of WA Rest-aurant of the Year is this Italian fine diner cooking up handmade pasta and woodfired mains. 5.30-10.30pm Mon-Wed, from 1pm Thu-Sun $$$

Heritage Wine Bar: Within a 1920s sandstone building is this acclaimed, upmarket restaurant to indulge in modern Euro-pean cuisine and fine wines. noon-9pm Tue-Fri, from 5pm Sat $$$

Nobu: Nobu Matsu-hisa’s second Australian restaurant doing Japanese-Peruvian fusion within Perth’s Burswood casino complex. noon-10pm $$$


East Perth’s Indigenous Heritage

Kangaroos, social activism and a sobering history

Just east of the city along the Derbarl Yerrigan (Swan River) is Heirisson Island (Matagarup), popular with tourists for its small population of western grey kangaroos but also an important heritage site for Noongar people, who’ve lived on the island for tens of thousands of years. It was the site of an Aboriginal tent embassy in 2012 and, today, you’ll find a statue of the legendary freedom fighter Yagan. Otherwise, it remains blissfully undeveloped, on the insistence of the Noongar people.

Also in East Perth is the Stolen Generations monument in Moort-ak Waadiny/Wellington Square; a poignant and reflective piece created by elder Sandra Hill, a fourth-generation member of the Stolen Generation. The sculpture incorporates the feathers of the red-tailed black cockatoo (Kaarak) and is surrounded by mia mias (traditional dwellings) and the cemented footprints of her grandchildren. Look out for official stolen generations acknowledgment outlining the suffering for all those involved. For more information on its creation see barkingwolf.com.au/mia-mias; it’s heart-wrenching but essential viewing.


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 guys 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 hotspots with plenty of stories along the way.



EATING IN PERTH: FINE DINING

Any: Innovative, gastro-nomic modern Australian with strong emphasis on everything local. Dry-aged steaks and WA seafood specialities. 4-11pm Tue-Thu & Sat, from noon Fri $$

Garum: Melbourne’s Guy Grossi’s first Perth venture offers all-day dining of divine Roman-inspired cuisine in the Westin Hotel. 6am-10.30pm Mon-Fri, 6.30am-11pm Sat & Sun $$$

Hearth: Cooking on fire is the trend in Perth, including the delectable wood-fired menu at this fine diner inside Elizabeth Quay’s Ritz-Carlton. noon-2.30pm & 5.30-10pm Tue-Fri, from 6pm Sat $$$

Balthazar: Refined art-deco dining experience featuring native ingredients in inventive European cooking. noon-2.45pm & 6-9.45pm Mon-Thu, to 10.15pm Fri & Sat Fr $$$

A Day Out in East Perth

Don’t forget the city’s east

Leading on from the city centre is East Perth, a more relaxed part of the city with an interesting assortment of sights, gardens and river frontage where you can spend a day before crossing over into its new sports stadium precinct.

Whether you’re looking to buy gold bullion, or just here to salivate over of those gleaming gold bars, including the Guinness World Record–holding 1-tonne gold coin worth a staggering $90 million, Perth Mint rarely disappoints. Every half-hour you can watch the gold pours, a mesmerising process seeing molten gold solidify into pristine gold. There are also displays of rare Argyle pink diamonds mined in WA’s Kimberley region until the mine’s closure in 2020.

Nearby is one of Perth’s oldest and grandest churches, St Mary’s Cathedral (c1865), which incorporates an original facade with new additions through the centuries, making this WA’s longest construction in its history. North of here is the heritage-listed East Perth Cemeteries featuring the graves of the first wave of colonial settlers who were buried here from 1829 to 1899. The sports stadium nearby is the WACA, Perth’s iconic cricket ground.


Take in Perth’s Sporting Precinct

Outdoor adventure and sporting glory

Taking centre stage in Perth’s mining boom renaissance is its brand new Optus Stadium. For a city that loves its footy, getting a new state-of-the-art venue with a capacity of 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 that was built on top of a rubbish tip. Sports museums, behind-the-scenes tours and roof climbs, 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 zipline at speeds of 75km/h. There’s also a 314-step climb to its Skyview Deck up 72m over the river.
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SPORTING PERTH

Perth’s reputation as a sporting mad town was put on full show with its jubilant celebrations of Australia’s win in the 1983 America’s Cup.

While the city has produced global stars like NBA champion Luc Longley, footy and cricket remain the town’s main shows – and none is bigger than the local derby between fierce rivals the West Coast Eagles and Fremantle Dockers.

Regardless of their places in the league, this game always matters and tempers often spill over on the field. The WACA may have been one of Australia’s iconic cricket venues, but international matches are now played at Optus Stadium, a new era of WA cricket awaits with a capacity of 60,000, making it Australia’s second-largest cricket venue.



DRINKING IN PERTH: ROOFTOP BARS

Terrarium: Refined city rooftop terrace serving inventive, expertly shaken cocktails by one of Perth’s most renowned mixologists. 4pm-midnight Tue-Sat, from 2pm Fri

AGWA Rooftop Bar: Join the arty crowd Friday and Saturdays and head up to this classy gallery rooftop bar for a sundowner. Fri & Sat 3.30-10.30pm

Aviary: Popular city rooftop bar with good vibes, DJs and cocktails by the jug accompanied by skyline views. 11am-10pm Sun-Thu, to 1am Fri-Sat

Folly: Plant-filled stunner on the 18th floor with glassed-in 360-degree views to enjoy divine cocktails. 3pm-midnight Fri & Sat, 3-9pm Sun, 4-10pm Wed & Thu

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, it also offers a winning mix of lesser-seen native wildlife (numbats, bilbies, tree kangaroos and deadly snakes) and exotic animals, such as lions, tigers, elephants and orangutans.

In addition to the heap of fun at Elizabeth Quay and the bridge zipline and rooftop climb, kids will love WA Woodap for its megafauna and dinosaurs, Perth Mint and Heirisson Island for kangaroos.



Fremantle

MARITIME HERITAGE MEETS ALTERNATIVE CULTURE


Though 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 city centre – it remains very much a destination of its own. With its unique maritime character, well-preserved 19th-streetscapes, world-class museums, cultural diversity and epicurean offerings, it’s one of the highlights for many visiting WA.

Here sightseeing will you keep busy for days, but perhaps the real key to enjoying Fremantle is to take it in like a local. It’s an area celebrated for its laid-back, vibrant, bohemian character, so this is definitely the place to try to avoid the 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.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Fremantle Prison

2 WA Shipwrecks Museum

3 WA Maritime Museum

SIGHTS

4 Army Museum of WA

5 Bathers Beach

6 Bon Scott Statue

7 Fremantle Arts Centre

8 Fremantle Oval

9 Kidogo Arthouse

10 Round House

11 Scots Presbyterian Church

12 Walyalup Aboriginal Cultural Centre

ACTIVITIES & COURSES

13 Royal Perth Yacht Club Annexe

SLEEPING

14 Fremantle Apartment

see 1 Fremantle Prison YHA Hostel

15 Hougoumont Hotel

16 National Hotel

17 Old Firestation Backpackers

18 Warders Hotel

EATING

19 Bathers Beach House

20 Bread in Common

21 Emily Taylor

22 Ethos Deli + Dining Room

23 La Lune

24 Lions & Tigers

25 Lola’s

26 Manuka Woodfire Kitchen

27 Nieuw Ruin

28 Peggy’s

29 Sunshine Harvester Works

30 Vin Populi

31 Young George

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

32 Clancy’s Fish Bar

33 Flaming Galah

34 Freo.Social

35 Gage Roads Freo Brewery

36 GESHA Coffee Co.

37 Gino’s

38 Hinata Café

39 Little Creatures

40 Metropolis Fremantle

41 Norfolk Hotel

42 Patio Bar

43 Republic of Fremantle

44 Sail & Anchor

45 Strange Company

46 The Old Synagogue

see 29 Union Brewery & Distillery

SHOPPING

47 Bill Campbell Books

48 Chart & Map Shop

49 Common Ground Collective

see 7 Found

50 Fremantle Markets

51 Freo Doctor Liquor Store

52 Japingka




GETTING AROUND

Though the Swan Valley wineries are closer to Central Perth than Fremantle, thanks to a network of trains, buses and ferries, you can get here in 45 minutes. Cycling is a popular way of getting around, and you can put your bike on the train from Perth. There’s free bike hire from the visitor centre; otherwise options include Port City Cycles, Free Wheeling Fremantle and Ocean Cycles.Freo’s city centre is easily navigable on foot, but to reach South Fremantle you’ll need a car, or use the free blue CAT bus, bike or Uber.




TOP TIP

Fremantle Visitor Centre offers free bike hire with ($50 deposit), which makes for a great way to get around, and is first-come, first-served. As well as helpful info on Freo’s main attractions, they also offer themed self-guided walking tours, along with everything you need for Perth and beyond.



Taking in Tales of True Crime & Convicts Map here

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 recount its grisly history as you learn about the horrific conditions, notorious inmates (from bushrangers and bank robbers to serial killers), riots and hangings among other hair-raising stories. Depending on your interests, tours vary from its convict era (1850s until 1886) through to more modern times. The main cell block feels remarkably intact from the early 1990s, with remaining signage from its canteen items and where prisoners were ‘checked in’. 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 serial killer Eric Edgar Cooke was the last person executed here in 1964.

Other tours include anything from true crime to nighttime torchlight tours, or you can don protective gear and take a ride on convict punts on a fascinating tunnel tour along submerged passageways 20m below the prison.

If you’re keen, you can stay overnight in part of the women’s prison, now converted into a YHA hostel.
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BEST GUIDED TOURS

Two Feet and a Heartbeat: Catering to foodies, lovers of true crime and street art, these eclectic walking tours offer local insights aplenty.

Oh Hey WA: Fun, light-hearted and well-informed, these popular tours take in plenty of stories as you explore Freo on foot.

Fremantle Rock Lobster Tours: Head out to sea to catch your own Western Rock lobster for lunch.

Go Go Active Tours: Kayak along the Swan River from East Fremantle to explore local caves and cliffs while looking out for dolphins.

Self-Guided Tours: Check visitfremantle.com.au/explore/things-to-do/walking-cycling, which offers trails for heritage sights and street art among other themes.



EATING IN FREMANTLE: RESTAURANTS

La Lune: Neighbourhood brasserie doing classic French cuisine using WA seafood for poisson du jour or more everyday delicious house cheeseburgers. 11am-10pm Tue-Sat $$

Ethos Deli + Dining Room: Sustainable, local-produce, zero-waste philosophy and Eastern European–inspired cuisine like pastrami sand-wiches and lox bagels. 8am-3pm Tue-Sun $$

Bread in Common: Converted warehouse that takes ‘homemade’ to new levels with its seasonal menu. 11.30am-10pm Mon-Sat, to 10pm Sun $$

Lions & Tigers: Modern Indian in a heritage Freo setting – think sourdough naan and lamb rendang samosas. 5-9pm Tue-Tue, to 10pm Fri, noon-10pm Sat $$

Fremantle’s Salty Seafaring Atmsophere Map here

Fremantle’s maritime and shipwreck museums

Though Fremantle has been largely gentrified since the 1990s, it remains very much a working port town, which becomes obvious when you hit the waterfront of wharfs, harbours, quays and marinas. To get a first-hand look, the free Port Walk (www.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 interactive exhibits including plenty of cool stuff kids will love. Highlights include the original Australia II yacht with its winged keel that won the 1983 America’s Cup, explorer Jon Sanders’ Parry Endeavour and a rare megamouth shark washed up in Mandurah in 1988. During WWII this was the site of the largest submarine base in the southern hemisphere, and outside sits the Cold War–era HMAS Ovens submarine that you can scramble aboard on a tour.

The WA Shipwrecks Museum is another essential stop with fascinating displays of maritime archaeology that include 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 the many Dutch expeditions, most infamous is the horrific story of mutiny and massacre aboard the Batavia, which met its fate in 1629, 60km off WA’s coastline.


ABORIGINAL ART

Though Aboriginal painting is one of the world’s most ancient art forms, it’s only existed as an art movement in canvas form since the 1970s. From this point artists have been exploited and underpaid, so when buying Indigenous art ethically, it’s important to choose certified galleries that comply with Federal government’s Indigenous Art Code.

Fremantle’s Japingka works with Indigenous artists across Australia and includes extensive notes about the works and the artists who created them. Its gallery openings are well worth attending to meet the artists.

Held in May, Revealed Aboriginal Art Market is another recommended way to buy ethically, with 100% of sales returned to the artists.



Eating in Fremantle: Restaurants

Vin Populi: Run by people with an impressive pedi-gree of Perth eateries is this elegant diner offer-ing a local take on Italian dishes. 4-11pm Mon-Thu, noon-10pm Fri-Sun $$

Lola’s: Thin-crust pizzas made with slow-fermented dough topped with anything from red house-smoked meatballs to Shark Bay prawns. 5-9pm Wed-Fri, noon-9pm Sat & Sun $$

Nieuw Ruin: Classy city bistro offering a local, sustainably sourced modern European menu. 4pm-midnight Tue-Thu, from noon Fri-Sun $$$

Bib & Tucker: Beach bistro serving lobster potato crumpets for brekkie and mains of Fremantle octopus and sirloin. Noon-10pm Mon & Tue, from 8am Wed-Sun $$$

EATING IN FREMANTLE: CHEAP EATS

Sunshine Harvester Works: Within an old har-vesting machinery factory, vendors offer hawker food, burgers and beers brewed onsite. 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: Cool, corner city sandwich bar offering 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 – from the classic and vegetarian to the inventive (nacho dog, anyone?). 11.30am-8pm Wed-Sun $



STROLLING PAST FREMANTLE’S HERITAGE SIGHTS & LANDMARKS
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Start with a tour at 1 Fremantle Prison, a World Heritage Site built by convict labour in the 1850s, before heading along Parry Street to 2 Freo.Social, a live music venue in the former Artillery Drill Hall (1895).

At the roundabout pass the statue commemorating a famous speccie from the 1956 WAFL prelim final before passing 3 Fremantle Oval’s heritage Victoria Pavilion (c1897), the home ground of South Fremantle and Freo Dockers in the AFLW.

Across from 4 Scots Presbyterian Church (c1890) is the 5 Old Synagogue (1902) that’s now a fashionable eating and drinking precinct and 6 Norfolk Hotel (1887), which predates the gold-rush boom and features a mural outside of Dame Dorothy Margaret Tangney, Australia’s first female senator. On South Terrace is 7 Fremantle Markets with its heritage veranda frontage (1897), the grand 8 Sail & Anchor pub (1854) and 9 Metropolis Fremantle, the former Kings Theatre (1904) that’s hosted everyone from Radiohead to Tame Impala. Stroll the ‘Cappuccino Strip’ to the resplendent three-storey 10 National Hotel (c1886) and duck down High St’s ornate streetscape of boutique shops and cafes to Freo’s waterfront and another old prison, the 11 Round House. Across is the must-visit 12 WA Shipwrecks Museum and oceanfront 13 Kidogo Art-house in an old kerosene store (1884).

At 14 Bathers Beach take a stroll past the 15 Royal Perth Yacht Club annexe, most famous for Australia II’s win in the America’s Cup.

Back on the foreshore give the devil’s salute to 16 Bon Scott’s statue before finishing with a well-earned beer at the waterfront 17 Little Creatures, a Freo institution in a large shed that once was a crocodile farm.




Browsing Fremantle Markets Map here

Cultural and culinary delights

Dating to 1897 and renovated in 1975, the Fremantle Markets is one of the city’s most beloved sights. Along with the 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 anything from local single malts and artisan gins to jewellery and boutiques by local designers in between getting your fortune read or your hair braided. Food’s a highlight with Balinese, Brazilian and bratwurst among a billion other choices, along with fresh produce, juice and coffee stalls. Buskers are a big part of the experience and it’s here where the likes of John Butler and several Australian Idols first cut their teeth.
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SHOPPING IN FREMANTLE

Common Ground Collective: Wonderful clothing, accessories, artworks and body care by local WA artists and designers.

Found: Within the Fremantle Arts Centre is this indie boutique stocking jewellery, clothing and artworks by local artisans.

South Beach Boardies: Eco-friendly, sustainable beachware in South Freo made using recycled washed-up plastic bottles.

Chart & Map Shop: Old-world travel book-shop in Freo’s West End stocking a heap of great WA books, guides and maps.

Bill Campbell Books: This West End gem is everything that a second-hand bookshop should be.

For retro and vintage shopping, scan this QR code.
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Visiting the Round House Map here

WA’s oldest surviving building

Western Australia’s oldest public building is the convict-built Round House (1831), a 12-sided building that was used as a prison until 1886. At 1pm you can drop by for the cannon fire, which you can fire yourself if you pre-book on its website. 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 (1837), carved by convicts using pick axes to allow access for Fremantle Whaling Company between the town and jetty.


WADJEMUP MUSEUM

At Rottnest Island’s Wadjemup Museum you’ll learn about a dark chapter of the island’s history when an estimated 3500 Aboriginal Noongar men were imprisoned in chains – 369 of whom died.




Taking in Fremantle Arts Centre Map here

Fascinating arts, culture and history

Another historic Fremantle building that was built by convict labourers is the neogothic 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’, including those suffering from misunderstood illnesses of epilepsy and dementia. Its most infamous inmate was WA bushranger and escape artist, Moondyne Joe.


WE ARE THE FREO DOCKERS

Fremantle has a strong pedigree of sporting stars, among them women’s soccer star Sam Kerr and three-time Chicago Bulls champion Luc Longley, himself the son of an America’s Cup–winning crewman.

But this is an Aussie-rules footy town, and no team elicits more passion (and pain) than the Fremantle Dockers.

Joining the AFL in 1995, though their long-suffering supporter base (known as the Purple Haze and some of the league’s most fervent fans) have yet to see them win a flag, they’ve come close. Today, they play at Perth Stadium, but the women’s team keeps things local at Fremantle Oval, and may well trump the boys to win the mighty Freo Dockers’ first flag.
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Army Museum of Western Australia Map here

Taking in Australia’s wartime history

Housed in the former army barracks built for the Royal Australian Garrison Artillery in 1910 is this comprehensive Army Museum of WA, which chronicles Australia’s wartime history and the extraordinary courage and sacrifice made by soldiers in battlefields far from home.

Among its exhibits are WWI displays on Gallipoli, France and Belgium, where many young conscripts fell. The WWII coverage runs from the speech by Prime Minister Robert Menzies announcing Australia was at war to Kokoda and POW camps. Other conflicts covered are Vietnam, Korea, the Boer War and, more recently, campaigns in Afghanistan and the Middle East. As well as original Victoria Cross Medals awarded to WA recipients, the highlights include hands-on features such as trying on uniforms, climbing into tanks or heading down a WWI bunker.

It is still run by the military so you’ll need to register and show ID upon entry.
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SIGHTS

1 South Beach

EATING

2 La Cabaña

3 Madalena’s Bar

4 Manna Wholefoods Cafe

5 Ootong & Lincoln

6 Roasting Warehouse South Fremantle

7 Run Amuk

8 Ruocco’s Pizzeria E Ristorante

9 Sealanes Cafe

10 Wild Bakery

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Freocast

12 Local Hotel

13 Percy Flint’s Boozery & Eatery

14 Running with Thieves

15 Wild in the Street

SHOPPING

16 South Beach Boardies




BEACH SAFETY

Each year, many people are saved from drowning across Perth’s beaches by Surf Life Saving Clubs, so beach safety is something to take seriously.

Riptides – known locally as ‘rips’ – are the main culprit, and as well as never swimming alone or inebriated, swimming between the flags is important not only for children but for those of any age if you’re not an experienced swimmer or accustomed to local conditions. To find the nearest patrolled beach visit beachsafe.org.au.

Shark attacks are rare but it’s best to avoid swimming or surfing at dusk and dawn, and always pay heed to shark warnings. For peace of mind there are shark nets at Cottesloe and Coogee beaches.




DRINKING IN FREMANTLE: COCKTAILS

Wild in the Street: Neighbourhood cocktail bar along South Freo’s Terrace mixing up original, seasonal choices. 5-11pm Wed & Thu, from 4pm Fri-Sun

Patio Bar: Classy affair offering quality cocktails, craft beers and WA wines. Wed & Thu 4-10pm, noon-midnight Fri-Sun

Union Brewery & Distillery: Part of the Sunshine Harvester Works food precinct, a respected producer of single-malt scotches and gins. 5-10pm Wed-Sat, to 8pm Sun

Percy Flint’s Boozery & Eatery: Beers on tap to go with cocktails and great food that makes this popular South Freo stop. Noon-2pm Wed-Sun, from 3pm Mon


Keeping Things Local in South Fremantle Map here

Cafes, coffee and craft beer

Fremantle’s famed Cappuccino Strip, which stretches along the northern end of South Terrace from Bannister to Parry Streets, is named so for its countless cafes – the product of the area’s deeply brewed Italian heritage. But if it seems too touristy, then South Fremantle may be more your thing. South Terrace extends to a more relaxed and noticeably community-minded vibe that’s long been the hangout for Freo’s creative set and musos.

Here life revolves around food, drink and the beach. Not only will you find a contender for the city’s favourite fish and chips at Sealanes and Perth’s best restaurant, Madalena’s Bar, but its gentle bay South Beach is very popular with locals too.

For cafes you’ll be spoiled for choice. Roasting Warehouse South Fremantle is a crowd favourite for breakfasts and well-made coffees while at the corner store Wild Bakery it’s worth joining the queue for delicious baked treats and naturally fermented sourdough. Manna Wholefoods Cafe attracts Freo’s alternative crowd for wholefoods, vegan and organic. Ootong & Lincoln is another great option with its vintage decor and eclectic brunch menu, including brekky boards and nourishing bowls. For takeaways, plonk yourself at the table outside the shipping container housing the Freocast community radio station.

Come evening, Local Hotel attracts a cool clientele for drinks and pub food, the cavernous Running with Thieves has beers and gin made on-site, Wild in the Street does seasonal cocktails, while Percy Flint’s self-styled ‘boozery’ features WA craft beers and shared plates.
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Cappuccino Strip | ea given/shutterstock ©


FREO PEDAL POWER

Fremantle Highlights Trail: This 7.5km cruise is a great way to take in the town’s main sights.

Fremantle Tours: Well-priced three-hour guided cycling tours to discover Freo’s highlights.

Swan River Trail: Scenic riverside ride linking Fremantle with Perth’s city centre.

Indian Ocean Explorer Trail: Follow this 10km trail up the coast to Cottesloe Beach and beyond. South leads to Coogee Beach for snorkelling around its underwater art sculptures.

Booyeembara: If you’re into mountain biking, don’t miss ‘Boo’ Park with two newly developed downhill 400m jump trails. More suitable for intermediate and advanced riders.



EATING IN FREMANTLE: SOUTH FREMANTLE FAVS

Sealanes Cafe: Hole-in-the-wall cafe serv-ing fresh-off-the-boat battered snapper, whiting and whatever else comes in that day. 11am-8pm Tue-Sun $

La Cabaña: Authentic coastal taqueria dishing up al pastor and Baja fish tacos and 12-hour roasted lamb with avocado and kick-ass cocktails. Wed & Thu 4-10pm, noon-11pm Fri-Sun $$

Ruocco’s Pizzeria e Ristorante: A traditional-style welcome sets the tone at this Italian South Freo fave with pizzas, spaghetti marinara and signature tiramisu. Noon-10pm Tue-Sun $$

Madalena’s Bar: Awarded WA’s best restaurant 2024 by the Good Food Guide. Classy yet casual. Hours vary $$$

Learning about Whadjuk Culture Map here

Fremantle’s Indigenous culture

Some 50,000 years before Fremantle was named after some English bloke, Charles Fremantle, who ‘took possession’ of the whole of the west coast ‘in the name of King George IV’, this was an area the Indigenous Whadjuk Noongar people know as Walyalup. This trading hub has long been an area significant to the Whadjuk traditional owners who have a continuing spiritual and cultural connection with the land.

Near Bathers Beach, the Walyalup Aboriginal Cultural Centre (WACC) makes a good starting point to learn about Whadjuk Noongar culture. Here they offer highly recommended cultural programmes to coincide with the six Noongar seasons, and as well as art exhibitions, you can join a walking tour, learn to paint dot art on paperbark and book in a language class. Book ahead.

In Culture Tours also offer walking tours along the Manjaree Trail, following an ancient Aboriginal trade route at the confluence of the river and ocean that was a gathering and meeting place for trade, exchange, law making and marriages.

Also here is the Round House, which elicits painful memories for Indigenous people as this is where the Indigenous communities from all over WA were held before being transported to prison in Wadjemup (Rottnest Island).


TIPS FROM A LOCAL SPORT STAR

[image: map]

Alex Pearce, captain of AFL’s Fremantle Dockers (@freodockers), on some Freo highlights.

I love how Freo feels like a big beach town. Little traffic, amazing beaches, food, coffee and access to art and culture hidden through-out the streets that I’m still discovering after 10 years of living here.

Check out the Freo markets and, when you’ve finished, explore the city by foot through the Cappuccino Strip and High Street towards Bathers Beach. Kerfuffle Co is one of the many cool cafes and bars on South Terrace, while for breakfast Good Things does an amazing chilli scramble.

In the evening, swing by Emily Taylor for its spicy Asian fusion share plates, then head to Mrs Browns to loosen up into a gig at iconic Mojos.




FREMANTLE MARKETS

If you’re in search of bespoke artisan items by local makers then don’t miss Fremantle Markets, a Perth institution that’s well worth a browse.



EATING IN FREMANTLE: RESTAURANTS

Young George: East Freo fav doing inventive woodfired mains and culinary shared plates and top-notch drinks list. 11.30am-midnight Wed-Sat, to 10pm Sun $$

Emily Taylor: Modern Asian menu of marron and chilli, chive dumplings, kingfish ceviche, and Peking roast duck. 11.30am-9pm Mon-Fri, from 9am weekends $$

Norfolk Hotel: Historical pub with woodfired smoker cooking up juicy meat dishes along with stone-fired pizzas, burgers and plenty of beers. Noon-9pm $$

Manuka Woodfire Kitchen: Woodfired dishes and pizzas by a chef who learned his craft in Michelin-star restaurants. 5.30-9pm Mon-Sat and noon-3pm Fri & Sat $$


Hitting the Sands in Freo Map here

Exploring Freo’s varied beaches

Though Fremantle’s beaches aren’t as famous as Cottesloe and Scarborough, when the sun is shining they offer a lovely alternative with similar long stretches of white sands but fewer crowds. And they’re getting even nicer, with Port Beach in North Fremantle receiving a makeover courtesy of a sand nourishment project that involved 150,000m³ of sand dredged from Fremantle Port’s channel to combat coastal erosion. It was a huge success that made this one of the city’s nicest beaches, and in between swims you can hang out at the oceanfront Coast Port Beach for drinks and beach bistro cuisine. Further north, Leighton Beach is another lovely stretch of white sand and surf, where afterwards you can enjoy a feed at Bib & Tucker.

In Fremantle proper, Bathers Beach is the town’s most famous patch of sand. Here Bathers Beach House was Australia’s first beach restaurant to be granted a licence (in 2016) allowing you to enjoy sunsets in a deckchair plonked on the beach with cocktail in hand.

The off-leash-dog South Beach is a very Freo affair and though at times blighted by seaweed, it remains a popular choice among locals, with its foreshore of Norfolk pines, lawn and cafe offering a festive atmosphere with fire twirlers and food trucks. Beach wheelchairs can be arranged at Bathers, South and Leighton beaches; see visitfremantle.com.au/accessible-fremantle.


CRAFT BEER

Along with wharfies, rock ’n’ roll and footy, if there’s another thing Freo is famous for, it’s craft beer.

Back in 1983 it was Matilda Bay Brewing Company that kicked things off well before craft beer was known as ‘craft beer’.

From there Little Creatures followed on in the late 1990s to become one of Fremantle’s most iconic micro-breweries.

Today Gage Roads and Running with Thieves are hugely popular additions alongside smaller producers.

Many of Freo’s bars are tireless supporters of WA craft breweries, Clancy’s Fish Bar particularly, while the Freo Doctor Liquor Store, the city’s oldest bottle-o, dating to 1928, is a good spot to stock up on everything local.

In November the Fremantle Beerfest is one for hopheads to add to their calendar.



DRINKING IN FREMANTLE: COCKTAILS & CRAFT BEER

Strange Company: West End’s best cocktail bar mixes up original concoctions (go the Freo de Janeiro) alongside WA craft beers and wines. 4pm-noon Mon-Thu, from noon Fri-Sun

Republic of Fremantle: Warehouse distiller producing grape-based gins and vodkas enjoyed in cocktails, tasting flights or its gin-school. 11am-6pm Mon & Tue, to midnight Wed-Sun

Little Creatures: A Fremantle institution, this pioneer brewery has a prime water-front location, long list of craft beers and great food. 11am-10pm

Gage Roads Freo Brewery: Brewers producing all manner of hoppy, hazy, sour, pale, golden and dark brews to enjoy over-looking Victoria Quay waterfront. 11am-11.30pm

Get Festive in Fremantle

A city of festivals

There’s pretty much always something going on this end of town so it pays to check out event listings for local happenings.

Dating back to 1905, Fremantle Festival (aka Walyalup Festival or 10 Nights in Port; 10nightsinport.com.au) is Australia’s oldest running festival and takes place in winter over 10 days, with culture-filled programme of arts performances and events spanning music, literature, food etc.

If 10 days seems like too much, in January there’s the One Day in Fremantle, the more inclusive replacement for traditional Australia Day celebrations held in January.


Indigenous festivals include Wardarnji, an Aboriginal festival of dance held at Fremantle Arts Centre in November and the niche Hand in Hand Kidogo Irish Aboriginal Festival, which celebrates a little-known connection that’s embraced each March through Indigenous and Gaelic music and performance.

Every even year is Sculptures at Bathers (sculptureatbathers.com.au), featuring art installations along the foreshore of Bathers Beach, while every odd year is the Fremantle Biennale (www.fremantlebiennale.com.au) with its well-received arts programme held in November.

Others to look out for are Fremantle Boat And Seafood Festival (freoboatseafoodfestival.com.au), a very local themed festival held in March that’s a showcase of boats and local seafood paired with WA wines and beers, while Fremantle International Street Arts Festival (streetartsfestival.com.au) brings out local buskers and street theatre performers.


FREMANTLE MUSIC SCENE

From the Scientists and the Triffids to Eskimo Joe and Tame Impala, Perth has long been a city built on rock ’n’ roll.

There’s none more famous than AC/DC lead singer, Ronald ‘Bon’ Scott, the local hellraiser immortal-ised in bronze on Fremantle’s foreshore.

Scott was born in Scotland and moved to Freo with his family as a young boy. He grew up playing in local bands and today his legacy burns bright as ever, with ‘Acker Dacker’ fans coming far and wide to see his final resting place in Fremantle Cemetery.

For today’s bands, Mojo’s Bar, Freo.Social, Buffalo Club and Clancy’s Fish Bar are all passionate supporters of local, original rock’n’roll.
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DRINKING IN FREMANTLE: CAFES & COFFEE

Roasting Warehouse South Fremantle: Though it no longer roasts on-site, it remains packed for well-made coffees and all-day brunch. 6am-4pm Mon-Fri, to 3pm weekends $

GESHA Coffee Co.: Warehouse space with polished concrete floors seems like the fitting decor for what’s Fremantle’s best spot for speciality coffees. Great food, too. 6am-11pm

Hinata Café: Near to Fremantle Prison is this Japanese-style cafe doing matcha and hojicha lattes along with breakfast and brunches. 9am-8pm Wed-Fri, to 4pm weekends

Gino’s: Old-school Gino’s is still kicking along Fremantle’s Cappuccino Strip where it’s been pouring espressos since 1983. 6am-9.30pm



Coastal Perth

AUSTRALIA’S BEST CITY BEACHES


Western Australia is home to some of the world’s most stunning beaches and its capital, Perth, is no exception. Though it officially has 19 designated beaches, in reality it’s just one long blissful coastline of white sugary sands that meet the aquamarine waters of the Indian Ocean.

Cottesloe and Scarborough are the most famous, but there’s a patch of sand here for everyone. If you prefer a more relaxed scene without the surrounding infrastructure or crowds, there are heaps of options scattered along the coast, and plenty more if you’re after a more showy scene with bars and nightlife. The same goes for surf beaches versus calmer, more sedate waters for families, with surf lifesaving patrols.

As well as lazing on the sand in between dips in the ocean, you can also enjoy Perth’s beaches by getting out on its cycling and walking trails or lazing on the terraced lawns, perfect for sunset fish and chips.
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SIGHTS

1 City Beach

2 Cottesloe Beach

3 Floreat Beach

4 Marmion Marine Park

5 Mettams Pool

6 Scarborough Beach

7 Sorrento Beach

8 Trigg Beach

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

see 7 Aquarium of Western Australia

9 Boyinaboat Reef

see 6 Go Surf Perth

10 Kitebud Kitesurfing

11 MAAC Dive and Snorkel Trail

12 Perth Diving Academy Hillarys

see 6 Scarborough Beach Surf School

see 8 Surfing WA

13 Whale Watching Perth

SLEEPING

see 2 Cottesloe Beach Hotel

see 6 Ramada Vetroblu Scarborough Beach

see 6 Rendezvous Grand Hotel

EATING

see 1 Clancy’s Fish Bar

14 Corner Dairy

see 2 Cottesloe General Store

see 6 El Grotto

see 2 Il Lido

see 2 Indigo Oscar

see 8 Island Market and Canteen

15 Little Bay

see 6 Livid Skate Cafe

see 6 Samari Cambodian Restaurant

16 The Shorehouse




GETTING AROUND

Perth’s best-known beaches, Cottesloe and Scarborough, are both under 15km from the city centre, so they are very accessible: Cottesloe is on the train line linking Fremantle to the city, and buses ply the route to Scarborough. Parking is mostly free but be aware that if the sun’s out, it can be a nightmare to find a spot – weekends and weekdays alike – so get here early or be prepared for a bit of a walk. Cycling is another great option and you can ride to Cottesloe from the centre along a bike path or jump on the train with your bike to Cottesloe station.




TOP TIP

The Surf Life Saving Club of WA runs the very useful My Beach (mybeach.com.au); its handy for a profile of all Perth’s beaches, but also for important safety tips that make it essential reading.



A Perfect Day at Cottesloe Beach

Perth’s iconic beach

One of Australia’s most famous city beaches is Cottesloe’s 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. But Cottesloe is more than a beach: it’s a suburb with great food and drink choices, and hosts the home of former prime minister John Curtin (1885–1945), where you can book to stay a night.

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.	

That unmissable landmark overlooking the beach is the Indiana Tea House. Though originally dating to 1913, the current building is only from 1996 and today is being redeveloped into a boutique hotel and dining complex, but whether it gets the green light is another thing.

March is a good time to visit for its annual open-air art exhibition Sculpture by the Sea, featuring photogenic art installations plonked along its sand and foreshore to the backdrop of the Indian Ocean.

South and north Cottesloe beaches offer more relaxed choices with great snorkelling, particularly Peters Pool to see leafy seadragons.

DRINKING & EATING IN COTTESLOE

Cottesloe Beach Hotel: Taking centre stage along the main drag is this art-deco beauty that’s a mix of cosy pub, outdoor terrace, woodfire grill and cocktail bar. 11am-late $$

Il Lido: Classy, packed Italian, where diners treat themselves to a Medi-terranean menu of morn-ing cocktails, breakfast panini and traditional Sunday porchetta. 6.30am-11pm $$

Cottesloe General Store: Beachfront burgers, fish and chips, sausage rolls, coffee and sandwiches perfect to enjoy on the foreshore. 6.30am-7pm Mon-Thu, to 8pm Fri-Sun $

Indigo Oscar: Acclaimed spot doing a seasonal Latin American–infused menu from wood-fired lamb shoulder to swordfish ceviche. Hours vary $$$


Hitting the Sands of Scarborough

Perth’s glitziest beach

A contender for the city’s whitest beach and bluest waters, Scarborough is probably Perth’s most famous 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 skate park, 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 and other active folk happy. All that’s missing is the Muscle Beach gym.

It backs onto the main thoroughfare of restaurants, bars, clubs and high-rise hotels, so if you’re seeking a quieter and more pristine coastal environment, this perhaps is not the beach for you.

Its sunset market on Thursdays from November to April brings a lively atmosphere to the foreshore with food, drink and entertainment to go with stalls for crafts and boutiques. It also hosts a winter edition too on Saturdays from May to October, with food trucks, DJs and the like.
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COASTAL CYCLING & WALKING TRAIL

With a shared pedestrian and bike trail that connects riders with its string of pretty beaches, Perth’s coastline is a breezy place to explore by bike or by foot. Transport WA (www.transport.wa.gov.au) offers downloads of both the Southern and Northern legs of the Sunset Coast ride; a route that links Coogee in the south through to Fremantle, Cottesloe and City Beach before heading north to Scarborough all the way to Burns Beach. Unless you want a long-ride route (56km one-way), it’s probably best to break it down into individual legs to allow stops at beach cafes and leisurely swims.



EATING & DRINKING IN SCARBOROUGH

Livid Skate Cafe: Cool laneway cafe inside a skate shop doing coffees and toasties, as well as live music & art shows. 6am-2pm $

Samari Cambodian Restaurant: Inside a highway-side motel, you don’t come here for the views, but rather for authentic Khmer cuisine of banana flower salads and fish curries. 5-9pm Tue-Sun $$

El Grotto: Mexican, mezcals and marg-aritas. with ocean views. 4-10pm Mon-Fri, 11am-1am Fri-Sun $$

Corner Dairy: Superb neighbourhood bistro east of Scarborough beach doing a culinary menu of barbecue coral trout and kingfish ceviche. Hours vary $$


Surf’s Up at Trigg Beach

Perth’s premier surf beach

The next beach up from Scarborough is Trigg Beach, one of Perth’s best surf spots. While not in the same league as Margaret River, Trigg Island is a decent point break that offers the city’s most consistent waves. It’s often crowded, so expect some localism; like anywhere, show respect and you won’t have any issues. It’s more for intermediate and experienced surfers; there’s a good surf school for beginners.

With its luxuriant white sands and insanely blue water, it’s a ripper beach regardless of whether there are waves or not (there often aren’t), with a Surf Life Saving Club (so swim between the flags) and fantastic beach cafes.


MARGARET RIVER

Southwest WA has some of the biggest waves in the world. The most famous beach is Prevelly Beach, home to the WSL Margaret River Pro.



Relaxing at City Beach

Perth’s best all-rounder beach

Halfway between Cottesloe and Scarborough, City Beach is the closest to Perth’s centre. It’s just as attractive and much less crowded, making it a good choice for a day at the beach.

Accompanying its 500m of blissful white sand is its grassy picnic area with a kids playground and Surf Life Saving Club patrols on summer weekends; it’s a good choice for families. It gets small waves for beginners, but generally this is one more for kiteboarding.

Its string of coastal eateries, Clancy’s Fish Bar the standout, are all very enticing ways to enjoy the beach with a cold drink in hand.

Just a few hundred metres north you can escape the crowds at Floreat Beach, a favourite for those who like quieter places to relax.


LEARN TO SURF

Scarborough Beach Surf School: Established way back in 1986, and while its claim to be the world’s oldest surf school may be debatable, it’s a dependable choice to learn to ride a wave.

Surfing WA: Trigg Beach–based non- profit organisation arranges surf schools for grommets, future champions and tourists alike.

Go Surf Perth: Another Scarborough-based surf school that can also arrange board hire.

Kitebud Kitesurfing: To catch a different kind of wave, head to Pinaroo Point to learn the ropes of kiteboading.

Sea Breeze Kitesurf School: Head south of Perth to kitesurfing hotspot Safety Bay where all levels can give it a whirl.



The Underwater Wonders of Marmion Marine Park

Diving, whale watching and kiteboarding

Just when you think you’ve seen the best of Perth’s beaches you stumble upon its northern coast to discover what could be the best of the lot. Don’t forget your snorkelling gear to explore the protected Marmion Marine Park, covering 9500 hectares between Trigg Island and Burns Rock.

If you’ve made it to Triggs, it’s just 1km more up to Mettams Pool at North Beach, where sloped snow-white sands lead into magical gin-clear waters. On a calm day, this is one of Perth’s best snorkelling sites, where you’ll be immersed in an underwater world of leafy seagrasses, colourful fish and octopus.

From here it’s a great coastal drive or ride to Marmion Beach, with its 400m underwater snorkelling trail and a lovely 800m stretch of sand that merges with family-friendly Sorrento Beach, which has a Surf Life Saving Club. It leads on to Hillary’s Boat Harbour, with its Aquarium of Western Australia, which is a showcase of the Indian Ocean’s marine life that encompasses 12,000km of WA’s coastline from the Southern Ocean to its far north coast; here you can stand nose to nose with stingrays, turtles, fish and sharks. From where ferries head out to Rottnest Island, Whale Watching Perth runs boat tours to see migrating whales that pass through August to November. It’s also the launching point for dives to Boyinaboat Reef just 100m offshore site; get in touch with Perth Diving Academy Hillarys for tours, gear and courses.

Just north is Pinaroo Point, Perth’s premier kitesurfing destination where newbies can give it a whirl at Kitebud Kitesurfing.

For more beach action, Mullaloo has translucent waters and long white sands patrolled by a Surf Life Saving Club. Family-friendly Burns Beach, another ripper with great snorkelling, is a good place to take it all in. It has a hilltop lookout from where you can keep an eye out for whales and dolphins.

And how far do you want to go? Mindarie, Quinns, Jindalee, Jindee, Amberton? All more superb beaches that make up Perth’s seemingly endless options, making it the longest city in the world.
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NINGALOO REEF

Exmouth’s Ningaloo Reef is a bucket list dive destination that takes you to see whale sharks among colourful corals.




PERTH’S BEST SNORKELLING & DIVING

Mettams Pool: Perth’s best snorkelling for beginners with underwater rock pools home to patterned fish, octopus and starfish. Nearby Hamersley Pool also worth a look.

Boyinaboat Reef: Accessible shore dive 100m off Hilary’s Boat Harbour home to sponges, corals, octopus and schools of fish.

MAAC Dive and Snorkel Trail: Glide along this 400m underwater trail leading to 20 informative plinths.

Coogee Maritime Trail: South of Fremantle, this popular site takes in Omeo shipwreck, an artificial reef and underwater sculptures.

Shoalwater Islands Marine Park: Much further south in Rockingham is this pristine reserve of colourful fish, sea lions and dolphins.



EATING & DRINKING WITH A VIEW

Clancy’s Fish Bar: Bohemian beachside bistro overlooking City Beach for a post-swim smashed-avo brekkie, snapper tacos and craft beers. 6.30am-9pm $$

Island Market and Canteen: Trigg Beach insti-tution with two venues – upmarket Island Market with sublime beach views and Canteen contemporary cafe. 8am-10pm $$

Little Bay: Representing the northern beaches, this modern Australian bistro serves creative breakfasts and seasonal shared lunch plates. 6am-4pm Mon-Sat, to 5pm Sun $$

The Shorehouse: Coastal all-day diner overlooking Swanbourne Beach doing blue swimmer crab omelette breakfasts and charcoal grill meats. 7am-10pm $$$



Northbridge & Around

MULTICULTURAL DINING AND NIGHTLIFE HOTSPOT


As St Kilda is to Melbourne, Kings Cross to Sydney and Fortitude Valley to Brisbane, Northbridge is where things get loose in Perth. Leading directly on from Perth’ centre, Northbridge lies at the epicentre of its grungy inner north, flying the flag for diversity and multiculturalism a world away from its sunny beach scene. Like the aforementioned places, it’s also undergone rapid gentrification, and among its grittiness are increasingly more refined bars and epicurean restaurants.

A meeting place for Noongar for many thousands of years, this was once wetlands and remains a significant area for the land’s Traditional Owners. Today it’s a congregation of many tribes: students, refugees, a fourth-generation Chinese community, hedonists, the LGBTIQ+ community, junkies, backpackers, artists, drunks, punks, foodies – the full spectrum of humanity on display. Among it all is Perth’s finest urban art with building-sized murals, a calendar of festivities and some of its cheapest and most delicious food.
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SLEEPING

1 Alex Hotel

2 Hostel G

3 Spinner Hostel

EATING

4 Authentic Bites Dumpling House

5 Bivouac Canteen & Bar

6 Brika

7 Chicho Gelato

8 Est Home of Torung Market

9 Flora & Fauna

10 Hong Kong BBQ House

11 James Parker Sushi & Sake

12 Kakulas Bros

13 No Mafia

14 North Bird

15 Sauma

16 Tak Chee House

17 The Re Store

18 Viet Hoa

19 Wines of While

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Air

21 Alabama Song

22 Astral Weeks

23 Bird

24 Coconut Grove

25 Connections

26 Edward & Ida’s

27 Ezra Pound

28 Giant Coffee

29 Jack Rabbit Slim’s

30 Joe’s Juice Den

31 Lynott’s Lounge

32 Mechanics Institute

33 Northbridge Brewing Company

34 Ruinbar

35 Singular Coffee

36 Sneaky Tony’s

37 The Court

38 The Standard

39 Tiki as FK

40 Vincent Wine

ENTERTAINMENT

41 Blue Room Theatre

42 Ellington Jazz Club

43 Rooftop Movies

44 State Theatre Centre

45 The Moon

46 The Rechabite




GETTING AROUND

Since the redevelopment of Yagan Sq, it’s now a hop, skip and a jump from Perth Station. The free Blue CAT heads to Northbridge from Kings Park via the city. When you’re here, on foot is by far the best way to explore Northbridge. Walking the length of William St takes about 15 minutes, but there are plenty of random alleys to duck down to check out street, speakeasy bars etc. At night it’s probably worth getting an Uber rather than walking home due to the high number of inebriated people.




TOP TIP

Take a walk down James St on a Saturday night and you’ll see Northbridge’s level of debauchery turned up to 11, so unless you’re here to go clubbing, if you want a fun night out without the messy excess, then weekends are best avoided.



Eat Your Way Through Multicultural Northbridge Map here

Enjoying this suburb’s variety of flavours

Northbridge has been known as Perth’s Chinatown since the 1840s, but reflecting Perth’s pattern of immigration, today Mediterranean, Vietnamese, Indian, Middle Eastern and more are all on the menu. Needless to say, if you like food, you’re going to love Northbridge.

‘Chinatown’ is mostly centred along William, Roe & James streets, where among Asian groceries, dumpling houses and karaoke there’s no shortage of Chinese restaurants. For cheap and cheerful, join the queue for Authentic Bites Dumpling House’s soupy xiaolongbao served by robot waiters, or for a step up, Hong Kong BBQ House delivers with its succulent barbecue duck.



Viet Hoa is a William St institution that’s been luring in folk since the 1980s for pho and spring-roll vermicelli, and being BYO (bring your own drinks), here, the bill won’t set you back too much. Across the road, Tak Chee House fires up the wok for smokey Char Keow Teow, while Est Home of Torung Market has about the most authentic Thai you’ll eat outside Chiang Mai. No self-respecting foodie should miss Sauma for contemporary takes on Indian classics – wagyu-beef samosa to chargrilled banana leaf barramundi – paired beautifully with South Asian–inspired cocktails. For Japanese, James Parker (named after the two streets it’s on) offers a refined dining experience with delectable sashimi, sake and tiger prawn tempura.

Italians and Greeks have had a strong presence in Northbridge since the 1920s, and today you’ll still find old-school delis: Kakulas Bros (est 1929), selling fresh Greek produce and The Re Store Italian deli (1936) doing a brisk trade in its famous ‘Conti Roll’. As well as espresso, Chicho Gelato does authentic Bologna-style gelato, made fresh by a husband-wife team of Italian descent. For traditional slow-cooked lamb, fried saganaki and chargrilled octopus, Brika’s Greek cuisine goes down a treat. Northbridge has plenty of late-night kebab joints (handy come 3am), but for something more culinary, Bivouac has you covered with a flavoursome menu of Middle Eastern–inspired dishes.


THE LIVELY ARTS

Ellington Jazz Club: This jazz club in a 19th-century former Chinese laundry is open every night and hosts an insane 500-plus shows a year.

The Rechabite: Heritage multistorey event space hosting music to go with basement clubs, rest-aurants and a rooftop bar.

The Moon: As well as hosting local singer-songwriters, this longstanding venue hosts anything from poetry slams to jazz.

Rooftop Movies: Open in the warmer months, this 6th-floor outdoor car-park cinema screens arthouse and classic flicks with beanbags, craft beer and pizza.

Astor: Mt Lawley’s art-deco theatre hosts comedy and live gigs.



DRINKING IN NORTHBRIDGE: CAFES

Singular Coffee: Single-origin beans sourced across Africa, Latin America and Asia roasted on-site to enjoy with sand-wiches and croissants. 7am-3pm Mon-Fri

Flora & Fauna: Laneway cafe doing contemporary vegan fare and plant-based coffees. 8am-2pm

Giant Coffee: Tiny coffee-shop down a cool laneway using local Perth roasters. Batch brews, machine coffees, matcha, granola cups and scones. 7am-2pm Mon-Fri, from 9am Sun

Sayers Sister: On the border of Highgate and Northbridge is this modern cafe doing excellent, seasonal cuisine. 6.30am-2pm
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SIGHTS

1 Hyde Park

EATING

2 Bagel O Delicatessen

3 El Público

4 La Rebelle

5 Sayers Sister

6 Si Paradiso

7 The Beaufort

8 Veggie Mama

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9 Astor

10 Bar Rouge

11 Queens Tavern



A Night Out in Northbridge Map here

Speakeasies, wine bars and dance floors

Northbridge’s nightlife gets 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 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, while 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 they’re 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 Sq. Tiki as FK has you covered for mai tais and painkillers to sip from its rooftop terrace. For DJs and dance floors, Air and Coconut Grove are your best bets, but are only open weekends.

[image: map]

Kakulas Bros | adwo/shutterstock ©


NOONGAR NORTHBRIDGE

Northbridge remains an area of great significance to the Noongar people, but it’s barely recognisable from times prior to colonisation, and not just because of the influx of hipster bars and Chinese restaurants.

This area was once forested wetlands providing shelter, food and meeting grounds for tens of thousands of years.

Upon European arrival it remained a gathering spot for dispossessed Noongar people but, despite this, the wetlands were drained entirely by settlers and leased to Chinese market gardeners.

Beaufort Park (Weld Square) remains an important site as the home of Perth’s only Indigenous radio station, Noongar Radio (100.9fm), a part of Kuditj (kuditj.com.au), an Indigenous-owned-and-operated, not-for-profit organisation. To learn more, watch the short documentary Our Patch online.



DRINKING IN NORTHBRIDGE: WINE BARS

Wines of While: Classy wine bar and restaurant with natural and local options. 4pm-midnight Wed & Thu, from noon Fri & Sat, 11am-9pm Sun

Vincent Wine: Intimate bistro with a selection of 200 wines matched with charcuterie and Mediterranean mains. 4-11pm Wed & Thu, noon-midnight Fri & Sat, to 10pm Sun

North Bird: Elegant space offering a premium wines from WA and beyond alongside modern European fare. 4.30-10pm Tue-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

No Mafia: Prime people-watching as you enjoy wine with antipasti and mains. 5-10pm Mon-Thu, from noon Fri & Sat

Great Food Options in Mt Lawley & Highgate Map here

Don’t forget Perth’s northern suburbs

If Northbridge is too hectic for your tastes, the adjoining northern suburbs of Highgate and Mt Lawley will be more to your liking. Beaufort St is the main drag that runs through both, and features an eclectic mix of neighbourhood wine bars, restaurants, cafes and gastro pubs.

Italian restaurants are all the rage here, but none is livelier than Highgate’s Si Paradiso, with delicious pizzas, free-flowing aperitivi and DJs pumping out tunes. Up the road, El Público has a similar ambience but swap Italian for delicious Mexican street food and agave cocktails. Next door’s Bar Rouge pairs Chablis and lobster rolls, while The Beaufort steps up the game with its dining precinct comprising Southeast Asian, gastopub and cocktail bar. Across the road is the heritage Queens Tavern (1889), while Hyde Park is a short walk west for picnics on its lawns and a kid’s playground featuring a waterpark come summer.

Mt Lawley has more casual options, such as Veggie Mama doing meat-free curries, pies, brekkies, or Bagel O Delicatessen for NYC-style bagels with lox smear, house-smoked pastrami or egg salad. La Rebelle is a classy Euro bistro, while revamped Threecoins & Sons is all about red-sauce pastas and Roman pinsas (flatbread). Its sister osteria, Testùn, is a less traditional affair offering cocktails and shared plates that dip into areas of Asian fusion.
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LIVE THEATRE

State Theatre Centre: Takes centre stage in Perth’s live performance scene with theatre, musicals and cabaret.

Blue Room Theatre: The place for more indie stage productions. But the most impressive place to catch a show is the ornate.

His Majesty’s Theatre: Catch a show is this ornate theatre, which also stages ballet, opera and comedy.

Perth Concert Hall: Home to WA’s symphony orchestra is this world-class venue that’s hosted anyone from Nina Simone to Ray Charles.

Subiaco Arts Centre: Home to Yirra Yaakin, one of Australia’s premier indigenous performing arts companies.




NORTHBRIDGE FESTIVITIES

To see Northbridge at its most colourful, festive best aim to visit January to February for its riotous Chinese Lunar New Year celebrations. It takes place with a bang as lion and dragon dance performances take place across the neighbourhood’s lantern-festooned streets, plazas and squares.

Coinciding with this is the Fringe World Festival, with its key hubs at Northbridge’s Russell Sq ‘Pleasure Garden’ and the Perth Cultural Centre for a month-long calendar of boundary-pushing comedy, circus, burlesque and theatre shows.

In November, North-bridge’s streets are also brought to life with the Pride Fest festivities at Russell Square where its parade passes through its streets.





Kings Park & Subiaco

DIVINE PARKLAND, HAPPENING INNER-CITY SUBURBS


Making up an integral part of both Perth’s landscape and identity, Kings Park beautifully links up the city’s riverfront, central areas and inner-city suburbs. Spanning 400 hectares, it’s one of the largest urban parks in the world, even bigger than New York’s Central Park, and has been a sacred birthing place and hunting ground for the Noongar for tens of thousand of years.

Given that WA is home to more than half of Australia’s 25,000 plants, of which two-thirds are endemic to WA, this is a botanist’s dream. More than 3000 species are on show, ranging from banksia, kangaroo paw, grass trees, wildflowers, orchid, boabs and towering karri, all to the backdrop of Perth’s sweeping city skyline and Swan River.

North from here lie the inner-city suburbs of Subiaco and Leederville, both worth a look if you’re into quality food and bars.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kings Park & Botanic Garden

SIGHTS

2 Lake Monger

3 Scitech

4 The Nostalgia Box

EATING

5 Andly Private Kitchen

6 Bad Love Burger Co.

7 Besk

8 Botanical Cafe

9 Community Coffee Co

10 Cooee

11 Fraser’s

12 La Condesa

13 Lulu La Delizia

14 Mummucc’

15 Pinchos

16 Pixel Coffee Brewers

17 Shui

18 Subiaco Farmers Market

19 Subi-Continental

20 Will St

21 Yuamas

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22 Blacklist Coffee Roasters

23 Cherubino City Cellar

24 Golden West Brewing Co

25 Irish Club of WA

26 Juanita’s

27 Lums Wine Bar

28 Spirit of Little Things

29 Subiaco Hotel

ENTERTAINMENT

30 Luna

31 Moonlight Cinema

32 Regal Theatre

33 Subiaco Arts Centre

see 33 Yirra Yaakin

SHOPPING

34 Aspects of Kings Park




GETTING AROUND

The fact it adjoins on to Perth’s central business district makes Kings Park very accessible; it’s just a short walk or bus ride on the free Blue CAT that stops here in between the CBD and Northbridge.

While most of Kings Park’s highlights can be covered on foot, if you want to cover it in its entirety, renting a bike will help you cover the 4sq km of trails crisscrossing the park. You can pick up a bike from Spinway from the Wakjuk car park adjacent to Transperth Bus Stop.




TOP TIP

Try to time your visit for the free 1½-hour guided tours that depart daily at 10am and 1pm outside the visitor centre. The peak season to visit is from September to late October when wildflowers are in bloom and it’s celebrated through the Everlasting Kings Park Festival.






Exploring Kings Park’s Indigenous Heritage

Sacred site to the Noongar people

Kings Park (Karrgatup) holds great significance for the Indigenous Noongar people. In addition to being an important hunting area for millennia, it’s believed it’s where Wagyl, the Dreaming Rainbow Serpent, rose from the earth to meander through its landscapes to create Derbarl Yerrigan (Swan River) en route to the sea. Marking the spot at the base of Mt Eliza on the river bank is Goonininup, a freshwater spring (also called Kennedy’s Fountain) that’s sacred for male Noongar.

A number of Indigenous tours can be arranged to take in the area’s significance including Go Cultural Aboriginal Tours, Djurandi Dreaming and the woman-led Nyungar Tours, which is especially significant given that it’s a sacred area for women.

Otherwise the self-guided Boodja Gnarning Walk contextualises the park through a Noongar lens.

Exploring Kings Park’s Western Realm

Lookouts, outdoor cinema and landmarks

In the park’s west is May Drive Parkland, a popular area for families with its cafe, island fort playground, megafauna sculptures and grassy picnic area. Here in summer the Moonlight Cinema is held, as well as concerts, where anyone from The National to James Brown have played.

To the south, Dryandra Lookout overlooks Matilda Bay where the Swan and Canning rivers meet. Head down to the riverfront to find the 1930s Blue Boat House, which sits on the edge of a small pier, one of Perth’s most Instagrammable sites. Heading east you’ll find Eliza, a diving bronze sculpture on a plinth bobbing in Matilda Bay, which pranksters dress up in different clothes daily.


WHY I LOVE KINGS PARK
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Trent Holden, writer, @hombreholden

Western Australians are a proud lot, and rightfully so given the area’s unique landscapes and biodiversity.

From WA Museum Boola Bardip to the Aquarium of Western Australia, Perth does a great job in showcasing the state’s natural and cultural highlights, and Kings Park is no different. This isn’t your typical botanical garden; it’s dedicated entirely to WA’s native flora, with some 3000 species on display.

Equally memorable for me is its bushland – following the sandy tracks immersed among banksia woodland it was almost surreal to think I was only a few kilometres from the city.

Seeing both red-tail and Carnaby cockatoos feeding in the late afternoon was a truly special ‘only in WA’ moment.



DRINKING IN SUBIACO: COFFEE & CAFES

Blacklist Coffee Roasters: One for single-origin snobs, this wonderful Subiaco microroaster takes its coffee very seriously. 7am-2pm Mon-Sat, from 8am-Sun

Community Coffee Co: Ticks all boxes for its cool location in a backstreet red-brick warehouse with a food truck, to go with sandwiches and great coffee. 6.30am-2pm Mon-Fri, to 1pm Sat

Pixel Coffee Brewers: Leederville’s best coffee for both machine and filtered brews alongside nourish bowls and delicious cooked breakfasts. 7am-3pm Mon-Sat, from 8am Sun

Felix and Co: Worth the trip to Nedlands at Kings Park’s western edge for speciality coffees brewed by passionate baristas. 6.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, 7am-1pm Sat & Sun

Checking out Subiaco

Perth’s happening inner suburb

For a more laid-back, cosmopolitan side to Perth, head north to the adjoining suburb of Subiaco for its non-touristy epicurean scene centred along Rokesby and Hay streets.

This arts-loving neighbourhood has Subiaco Arts Centre at its forefront and is home to Yirra Yaakin, one of Australia’s premier Indigenous performing arts companies. Also here is Billie Bob, one of Danish artist Thomas Dambo’s Giants that’s strayed well off course from Mandurah (giantsofmandurah.com.au). You can also catch a show at the art-deco Regal Theatre.

Food and drink is a big lure. Come by Saturday morning for the Subiaco Farmers Market food stalls and buskers. But Lulu La Delizia should be top of your list, voted Perth’s best restaurant in 2022 by the Good Food Guide for its divine northern Italian menu. Others worth visiting are Yiamas for contemporary Greek with charcoal seafood and Hellenic cocktails; classy NYC–style Subi-Continental; creative Tex Mex at La Condesa; and Shui for Southeast Asian dishes.

Once beer o’clock strikes, both Golden West Brewing Co and the historical Subiaco Hotel beckon, while the Irish Club of WA pours the best Guinness outside Ireland. To keep things classy, wine bars Lums, Cherubino City Cellar and Juanita are all elegant, unpretentious affairs with Australian and European wines and delicious shared plates. Find time also for a tipple at Spirit of Little Things, including its local gin distilled with native Australian botanicals.



WALKING THROUGH KINGS PARK TO WHOOP-WHOOP
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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 is the fabulous 3 Aspects of Kings Park, 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 and Cenotaph 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 the back a flatbed truck for 3200km from the East Kimberley region. Surrounding trails take you to flora displays from across WA’s regions, including the Southwest (home to a third of Australia’s plant species), desert regions and a conservation garden with critically endangered 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 Walk-way Glass Bridge takes you 620m across a treetop canopy of towering karri. Loop through Jarrah Woodland onto Forrest Drive to reach 11 DNA Tower: a 15m-high spiral staircase leading to Kings Park’s highest view.

Passing the 12 Pioneer Women’s Memor-ial, finish with a taste of King Park’s 13 bushland, taking the sandy Goshawk track through what feels like whoop-whoop (the middle of nowhere). Pinch yourself that this really is somehow still in Perth as you head on into Subiaco.




Loosening Your Belt in Leederville

Art-deco cinema, lakes, amazing food

Leederville is another of Perth’s vibrant inner suburbs worth dropping by to take in its burgeoning food and drink scene.

There’s Luna, a gem of an art-deco cinema screening indie flicks, but otherwise Leederville’s a place all about eating well: from culinary Chinese at Andly Private Kitchen to Besk’s varied seasonal flavours within a sprawling red-brick former print house. Will St does a masterful job in blending modern Asian dishes with European twists, Pinchos is a local classic for its basque tapas, while Bad Love Burger Co. is one of Perth’s best. Further out, Mummucc’ (pronounced ma-mooch) packs ’em in for creative Italian cuisine.

You’ll probably be needing to walk it all off, in which case the scenic Lake Monger awaits.
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ART-DECO CINEMAS

Few architectural styles strike as much resonance as art deco, and Perth has some beauties. Cinemas in particular are abundant, and in fact Perth has the most still-standing art-deco theatres out of any capital in Australia, and possibly the world.

All date from the 1920s and 1930s, and the city landmarks include the Plaza and Piccadilly theatres, both empty and (hopefully) awaiting reopening. In the suburbs you’ll find Luna (1927) in Leederville, Windsor Cinema (1937) in Nedlands and the superb Grand Cinemas Cygnet (1938) in Como, all still screening films.

The Regal Theatre in Subiaco and Astor in Mt Lawley are both theatres with a focus on live performances. For more info, pick up Picture Palaces of the Golden West (2016).



EATING IN KINGS PARK: RESTAURANTS

Botanical Cafe: Kings Park pitstop doing hearty brekkies, scones and cream, and beer-battered whiting. 7am-5pm Mon-Thu, to 6pm Fri-Sun $$

West Kitchen Bar: Riverfront modern Australian eatery in the Wonil Hotel with a menu showcasing WA ingredients and wines. 5.30-10pm Tue-Sat $$

Fraser’s: This fine-dining restaurant offers seafood mains and chargrilled meats alongside Perth’s finest vegan menu. 11.30am-11pm $$$

Cooee: Part of the old red-brick Swan Brewery complex, this restaurant does delectable modern Australian culinary creations. 7-11am Mon-Tue, to 10pm Wed-Sun $$$

Take a Trip Down Memory Lane at Nostalgia Box

Learning made fun

Given Nostalgia Box is all about computer games, this should be an attraction that appeals more to children, but once you mention the likes of Atari, Nintendo and Super Mario, any 40-year-plus ‘kids’ ears will prick up. Halfway between Leederville and the city centre, this is a museum dedicated entirely to retro 1970s and 1980s gaming consoles you can not only look at, but also play, making this a must-visit for anyone with memories of wasting many an hour behind a console.

Scitech is another great one for kids, an interactive educational museum with over 160 hands-on, large-scale science and technology exhibits, including its planetarium.



Places We Love to Stay

$ Cheap       $$ Moderate       $$$ Pricey

Central Perth

Perth City Backpackers Hostel $ The drab decor doesn’t do this backpacker any favours but the dorms are the cheapest you’ll get in town.

Akara Hotel $ Private rooms under $100 is a good deal for central Perth; it’s well located for the main sights as well as Northbridge’s nightlife.

Adnate Hotel $$ Right in the heart of it, this art series 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 contempor-ary building with tasteful, comfor-table rooms in an elegant part of town.

Ritz-Carlton $$$ Stunning five-star hotel in sparkling Elizabeth Quay with floor-to-ceiling windows to take in the views, along with top-notch amenities, including on-site Hearth restaurant.

Como The Treasury $$$ Luxury hotel within baroque splendour of the historic State Buildings offers sleek, modern rooms and access to this wonderful dining precinct.

Fremantle

see 1 Fremantle Prison YHA Hostel $ A contender for Australia’s most unique backpacker are the cell rooms within the women’s wing of the old prison.

h Old Firestation Back-packers $ If prison isn’t to your liking, try the old fire station instead, a social option with a mix of rooms in Freo’s heritage West End.

f 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.

e Fremantle Apartment $$ Jutting out into the ocean on Challenger Harbour are these self-contained apartments with magnificent water views or cheaper garden rooms.

i Warders Hotel $$$ Just back from Freo market is this row of historical limestone cottages (c 1851) built for prison wardens and converted into 5-star accommodation.

g National Hotel $$$ Not your usual pub accommodation, this stunning heritage three-storey terrace hotel is fitted out with modern, spacious rooms, a restaurant and a rooftop garden.

Coastal Perth

see 5 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.

see 5 Rendezvous Grand Hotel $$ More suitable to Surfers Paradise than Scarborough is this Vegas-style high-rise dating to 1986, but here it’s all about the ocean views.

see 2 Cottesloe Beach Hotel $$$ Opening up to Perth’s most famous beach are the top-floor rooms of this heritage hotel that features superb food-and-drink facilities.

Northbridge & Around

2 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.

3 Spinner Hostel $ Well positioned for Northbridge’s nightlife, but far enough away, is this popular backpacker with well-equipped dorms, and a garden hangout with a BBQ and a kitchen.

1 Alex Hotel $$$ Stylish design hotel that immerses you among cool laneways and galleries, making this a hip place to experience Northbridge’s vibrant urban scene.

Kings Park & Subiaco

Riverview on Mount Street Hotel $$ In a lovely location in a leafy street within an easy walk to the CBD and Kings Park are these studio apartments with a cool lobby cafe-bar.

Tribe Hotel $$ Well-priced design hotel opposite Kings Park and a 20-minute walk to Subiaco’s bars. In keeping with the building’s design, rooms are sleek and stylish.

Wonil Hotel Perth $$$ Boasting an enviable location overlooking Matilda Bay, this bespoke hotel features rooms with a minimalist design and casual fine-dining restaurant.






Perth Region
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ISLAND ESCAPES, BEACHES & NATIONAL PARKS

Within easy reach of the capital lie some of WA’s most alluring and varied destinations, from Rottnest Island and Swan Valley wineries to sublime beaches.
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Swan Valley | bellytubby/shutterstock ©

Insta-famous marsupials, alien-like desert landscapes, a Benedictine monastery in the middle of the bush and a trail of hidden Giants created by an internationally renowned Danish artist; if any of that’s piqued your interest, the Perth region awaits with plenty more fascinating stops along the journey.

With enticing names like the Sunset and Tur-quoise Coast, you can only imagine what the beaches here are like – in a word, stunning. On top of this, Australia’s second-oldest wine grow-ing region also offers diving with seals, kiteboarding and national parks filled with wildlife.

If it sounds like a lot’s going on here, that’s because there is. One little-known piece of trivia is that Perth is, in fact, the longest city in the world. Stretching some 150km, urban sprawl is an unstoppable monster devouring what in the past were very much towns and destinations in their own right, but they now fall under the Great Perth region. Hence, Perth is a ‘gateway’ town with a lot on its doorstep.

Rottnest Island is the star of the region, drawing crowds by the ferryload to see quokkas, the island’s famous furry resident that’s become all the rage on social media. The Swan Valley wine region is as old as WA’s European settlement itself, while further north are the otherworldly Pinnacles, one of Australia’s most surreal natural landscapes. Add to this coastal towns and national parks, and there’s plenty to keep you busy.
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The Main Areas

ROTTNEST ISLAND

Quokkas and beaches but a sad history.

SWAN VALLEY

One of Australia’s oldest wine regions.

THE PINNACLES

Ethereal natural limestone formations.

MANDURAH

City beaches and Giant sculptures.

ROCKINGHAM

Marine life, kitesurfing and beaches.

AVON VALLEY

Rural retreat on Perth’s doorstep.




Find Your Way

The Perth region has a coastline stretching 150km in either direction from the capital that beckons as a road trip along beach towns or inland for national parks. Meanwhile, Rottnest Island is an easy ferry ride away.
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Plan Your Time

While a lot of places can be visited as day trips from Perth, for the most part, each is best experienced as an overnight trip that can be easily tailored into an interconnected scenic loop.
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Two Days, Two Must-See Experiences

• The region has two unmissable places: Rottnest Island and the Pinnacles. Rottnest is serviced by regular ferries from Perth that’ll get you there in under 30 minutes, for a day of beaches, guided tours and quokka sightings. The next day, the Pinnacles is two hours’ north of Perth, and you’ll be beguiled by the majestic sight of these surreal limestone pillars.




Five Days to Explore

• After Rottnest and the Pinnacles, head to blissful Green Head. Loop back through Lesueur National Park for wildflower walks and overnight at New Norcia, a working Benedictine monastery town. Stop by Toodyay and York before passing through Swan Valley for wine tasting. Head south for nights at relaxed Rockingham and glitzy Mandurah, gateway to several national parks.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Spring is the time for wildflower blooms, which, combined with mild weather and fewer crowds, make it the best time to visit.

SUMMER

Slap on the sunscreen – there ares plenty of beaches to enjoy, but you’ll to need book accommodation in advance.

AUTUMN

The weather is often an absolute treat and, apart from Easter, the beaches will be less crowded and it’s a good time for bushwalking.

WINTER

Despite the weather you could be tempted to swim – such is the allure of these beaches. Otherwise it’s all about rugged-up walks and wineries.



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’s long been a popular escape for Perth residents and Australian tourists, but since a few celebrity snaps with quokkas broke the internet, it’s become a hot destination among international travellers 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, a sobering truth you’ll learn about at the must-visit museum.

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.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 The Basin

SIGHTS

2 Bathurst Lighthouse

see 4 Chicken Reef

3 Geordie Bay

4 Little Salmon Bay

5 Longreach Bay

6 Parakeet Bay

7 Pinky Beach

8 Quod

9 Ricey Beach

10 Strickland Bay

see 8 Wadjemup Museum

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

see 8 Discover Rottnest

see 8 Island Explorer

see 8 Paul’s Eco E Bike Tours

11 Rottnest Air-Taxi

12 Rottnest Voluntary Guides

SLEEPING

13 Discovery Rottnest Island

14 Samphire Rottnest

see 14 Stay Rottnest

EATING

see 8 Frankie’s on Rotto

15 Geordie Cafe

see 14 Hotel Rottnest

see 8 Rottnest Bakery




GETTING AROUND

Rottnest Island is very accessible, with ferries departing Perth from Fremantle, Barrack Street Jetty in the city or Hilary’s Boat Harbour further north.

Freo is by far the quickest and fastest departure point, where Rottnest Express and Sealink offer numerous daily departures for the 30-minute journey.

From August to November keep your eyes peeled for hump-back whales.

Rottnest is car-free, so getting around involves walking, cycling or the hop-on/hop-off Island Explorer bus, with 19 stops between Thomson Bay and Geordie Bay. Bike hire can be arranged through Pedal & Flipper.




TOP TIP

Thomson Bay jetty is the arrival point for all ferries from Perth. The helpful visitor centre is conveniently located to assist with every-thing from bike hire and free tours to bus tickets and walking trails.



Seeing Quokkas

Rottnest’s most famous residents

It’s the cute and furry cherub-faced marsupial quokka that attracts most first-time visitors to Rottnest Island. Their 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 are after food.

Though many assume these macropods (from the same family as kangaroos and wallabies) are only be found on Rottnest, they also live on mainland southwest WA, but given they’re nocturnal you’d be very lucky to see them there. Here they’re nocturnal, too, but you wouldn’t know it given they’re hopping around everywhere around the harbour in the middle of 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, above all, it makes them prone to disease and illness.

You’d be very unlucky to come here 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

Most popular is the Basin 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; it 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 our favourite, 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 and offering 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.


THE QUOD

As the site of the most deaths in custody and the largest known burial ground of Aboriginal people in Australia, Rottnest Island can only be described as the closest the nation has had to a concentration camp.

Near the museum the formidable Quod prison, where several men shared tiny cells with no sanitation, and where 370 indigenous inmates died in the harsh conditions still stands. Despite this dark history, the site has served as a tourist lodge for many years, with most visitors oblivious to the past atrocities.




Learning of Wadjemup’s Tragic Past

Where the past is still present

As you arrive in paradise, give thought to these lands’ dark, shameful past. Joined to the mainland 6500 years ago, evidence of habitation here 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 community leaders) 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 – a particularly distressing fate for Indigenous people who had no concept of imprisonment in their culture. The short documentary 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. It’s shaded wood-land area that was used as a camping ground until recently.
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ROTTNEST’S BEST 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 tours that delve into pre-colonisation history as well as its recent, sad history and current day.

Paul’s Eco E-Bike Tours: Jump on an e-bike for guided tours taking in the island’s history and wildlife, and stops for swims.

Discover Rottnest: Take in Rotto’s high-lights on 90-minute air-conditioned bus tours.

Rottnest Air Taxi: Head to the skies for well-priced scenic flights taking in spectacular topographical views.




WA MUSEUM BOOLA BARDIP

For truthtelling of the hardships and trauma endured by the Indigenous Noongar people since colonisation, visit Perth’s Boola Bardip.



EATING ON ROTTNEST ISLAND: OUR PICKS

Rottnest Bakery: Known for its pies, jam doughnuts and pastries; a popular spot to stock up for a bike ride. 7am-5pm $

Hotel Rottnest: Waterfront pub bistro perfect for a pint or Rottnest Spritz accom-panied by lobster rolls or fish and chips. 11am-11pm $$

Frankie’s on Rotto: Shoo away quokkas while enjoying sourdough pizzas and Italian mains. Also has a cafe at Wadjemup Lighthouse. 11.30am-8pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun $$

Geordie Cafe: Geordie Bay cafe-gallery offering all-day cooked brekkies, burgers and curries popular with beachgoers and passing cyclists. 7am-8pm, to 4pm Sun & Mon $$



Swan Valley

WINE COUNTRY | COLONIAL PAST | INDIGENOUS CULTURE
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One of the world’s closest wine regions to a capital city, remarkably all it takes is a 20-minute drive from Perth’s central business district (CBD) to find yourself immersed among vineyards and rolling hills of the Swan Valley. This is WA’s oldest wine-growing region and second only to New South Wales’ Hunter Valley in Australia.

Today you’ll find 40 wineries throughout the region and a visit takes in microbreweries, distilleries, cideries and farm-gate produce in what’s 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.
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SIGHTS

1 All Saints Anglican Church

2 Caversham Wildlife Park

3 Edgecombe Brothers

4 Guildford

see 4 Guildford Courthouse

see 4 Guildford Gaol

5 Lancaster Wines

see 6 Maalinup Aboriginal Gallery

6 Mandoon Estate

7 Motor Museum of Western Australia

see 4 Museum of Natural History

8 Nikola Estate

9 Olive Farm Wines

10 Sandalford Wines

11 Woodbridge House

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

see 6 Dale Tilbrook Experiences

SLEEPING

12 Discovery Parks Swan Valley

13 Swan Valley Retreat

EATING

14 Pinelli Estate Wines

15 RiverBank Estate

see 4 Rose & Crown

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16 Funk 2.0

17 Kimberley Rum Co.

18 Limeburner’s Giniversity

19 Mash Brewing

SHOPPING

20 House of Honey

INFORMATION

see 4 Swan Valley Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

This region is best explored by car, so toss the coin to see who’ll be the day’s designated driver. Cycling is another option; the 30km Swan Valley Heritage Cycle Trail takes you from Guildford to many of the wineries. Buses ply the route to Guildford from Perth, but the most scenic way to get here is by ferry, with cruises meandering along the Swan River.




TOP TIP

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, or check out their website at swanvalley.com.au.



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, and sits 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 Heath Ledger was schooled.

An unexpected find within the heritage-listed art-deco Regent Theatre is the Museum of Natural History, showcasing masterful taxidermy works of native and exotic wildlife.




Learn About Swan Valley’s Indigenous Culture

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 -run Maalinup Aboriginal Gallery makes for an interesting stop to learn about Noongar culture. Here, you can buy artworks and giftwares, as well as sign up to Dale Tilbrook’s cultural tours, who’ll guide you through a range of experiences. Her engaging bush tucker tours are popular days out that teach about native edibles mixed with tastings and storytelling. Check the website for her history and culture tours, as well as Aboriginal art lessons.
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SWAN VALLEY TOURS

d’Vine Wine Tours: Bookable by the seat, this is a fun, 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 small-scale and big-operation wineries. Also offers cruise options from Perth.

Swan Valley Tours: Choice of public and private tours, along with cruises for a day of indulgence.

Captain Cook Cruises: Arrive in style via a scenic Swan River tour for a variety of tour options including an all-you-can-drink booze cruise.

Black Swan Tours: Sign up for a day all about beer, wine, coffee, chocolate and cheese.



EATING IN SWAN VALLEY: OUR PICKS

Rose & Crown: This venerable Guildford pub and hotel with plenty of heritage character includes a rambling beer garden with gastropub fare. 11am-10pm $$

Pinelli Estate Wines: Mediterranean winery offering seafood pasta, chargrilled steaks and crispy skinned barramundi paired with the winery’s own wines. 9am-5pm Mon-Fri, 10am-4pm Sat & Sun $$

Sandalford Wines: One of Swan River’s oldest wineries offers vineyard vistas and a restaurant doing woodfired pizzas and creative European mains. 10am-5pm Sun-Fri, to 9pm Sat $$$

RiverBank Estate: Treat yourself to marron, Lancelin rock lobster and shared plates of modern Australian regional produce. 10am-4pm Wed-Sun $$$



A DAY DRIVING IN THE SWAN VALLEY
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Start from Guildford’s 1 Swan Valley Visitor Centre and make your way to one of Swan Valley’s oldest and best-known wineries at 2 Sandalford Wines. Around the corner is the similarly impressive 3 Mandoon Estate, a big-moneyed pre-cinct with expansive lawns comprising restaurants Homestead Brewery and the Maalinup Aboriginal Gallery. For a more rustic winery, 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 Riccardo’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, from quokkas to quolls. Swinging back on to Swan Rd you’ll be in the heart of Swan Valley with its string of breweries; a highlight is 7 Mash Brewing for its seasonal beers, vibes and food. Across from here is 8 Old Young’s Distillery that, in addition to gin tastings, 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 their unpasteurised varietals made on-site. Rustic 10 Edgecombe Brothers offers a local, unpretentious winery experience; located 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. Bookend things with Swan Valley’s oldest winery, the jacaranda-lined 16 Nikola Estate for tastings, great food and plenty of local history – including where WA’s most famous bushranger, Moondyne Joe, was caught.





The Pinnacles

SURREAL LANDSCAPES | COASTAL SURROUNDS | NATIONAL PARKS
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One of WA’s most captivating and surreal landscapes is the majestic limestone pillars of the Pinnacles. A part of the Nambung National Park, its otherworldly spires jutting out dramatically from the golden desert sands make for a spellbinding scene and will have you feeling like you’ve just landed on another planet.

Just a couple of hours’ drive from Perth, it’s possible to visit as a day trip on an organised tour, but as the halfway point of a superb coastal drive that divides the Turquoise and Sunset coasts, it makes for a great road-trip destination. Looping back via the inland route will also take you through wildflower country and the unexpected Benedictine Monastery at New Norcia.

Cervantes is the gateway town to the Pinnacles, a relaxed crayfishing town 14km west. In addition to indulging in a lobster lunch and swimming with seals, nearby you can also visit its fascinating lake of ancient living stromatolites and Nambung’s pristine beaches.


TOP TIP

Though the Pinnacles are spectacular to visit any time of day, to see (and photograph) them basking in an ethereal glow, aim to come at dusk or dawn, when crowds are also thinner.




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. However it’s a further 14km from here to the Nambung National Park, so unless you’re visiting on an organised tour, you’ll need a car to visit the Pinnacles themselves.
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Be Mesmerised in 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 in Nambung National Park would be absolutely perfect.

A photographer’s dream, this ancient, enigmatic lunarscape 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 that 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 Dr 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.


Exploring Nambung Beyond the Pinnacles

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, ancient microbe organisms inhabit the shallows of the 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.


PINNACLES & COASTAL TOURS

Explore Tours Perth: Action-packed day 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 that include stargazing and koalas.

Jurien Bay Adventure Tours: A good option for those visiting the region without a car are these Pinnacle tours led by this recommended Jurien Bay–based operator.

Sea Lion Tours: Get in touch with Cervantes’ Lobster Shack for tours to see or snorkel with the rare Australian sea lions.



Seafood Feasts and Snorkelling with Seals

Cervantes’ lobster lunches and marine life

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 (visitpinnaclescountry.com.au), pubs, cafes and motels, it’s most popular with daytrippers here 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. They also run Sea Lion Tours and rent out SUPs if you want a paddle.



Beyond the Pinnacles
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This is a region worth making time for, with varied attractions including sandboarding, koalas, wildflowers and a remote Benedictine monastery town.


If you were umming and ahhing whether the Pinnacles were too far to travel to on their own merits, the fact that there are so many highlights that lie either side of them should put your decision beyond doubt.

If coming from Perth, Yanchep National Park is a popular stop to see koalas before the road leads up through the Sunset Coast to the holiday towns of Guilderton and Lancelin, the latter with its towering sand dunes.

North of the Pinnacles, the Turquoise Coast takes you to beach towns of Jurien Bay and Green Head, with great swimming, snorkelling and marine life. From here head inland for wildflowers and walks in Lesueur National Park before looping down to the unique Benedictine monastery town of New Norcia.


GETTING AROUND

Public transport is feasible here, with all the towns along the Sunset and Turquoise coasts, which lie either side of the Pinnacles, reachable by bus. However, if visiting the likes of Yanchep National Park, Lesueur National Park and New Norcia, you’ll need a car. For more information on local transport, there are helpful visitor centres at Guilderton, Lancelin and Jurien Bay, all with a heap of brochures and great local advice.



Lancelin TIME FROM THE PINNACLES: 50MIN [image: ]

Jump on a board in Lancelin

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 comatose state is an outdoor adventure scene at which 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 to zip down standing, seated or however you prefer, along with ATV and buggies tours; take it easy, though, as accidents aren’t uncommon.

The other board action is out on the water, with its combo of afternoon offshore winds and a protective outlying reef making 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 while Perth Quad also offers a heap of water-based activities, including high-octane jet-ski tours and water pedal bike hire.
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SHIFTING SANDS

If you’re getting bleak, dystopian Mad Max vibes upon approaching Lancelin, that’ll be its lime sand mines that sprawl out along this way.

These blowy, desolate landscapes don’t offer the most attractive first impression to what is a popular beach town and there’s growing local concern it’ll encroach even further into the dunes’ recreation area.

Recent years have seen an increase in mining leases – includ-ing tenements in the dunes themselves – with companies here to excavate lime sands that are used by farmers to enhance the pH levels of soil for crop growing. With the potential to jeopardise Lancelin’s main tourist drawcard, its dunes, it’s a situation tourist operators are keeping a close eye on.



EATING & DRINKING IN LANCELIN

Endeavour Tavern: Memorable, character-filled watering hole with unashamedly local front bar opening up to 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 eclectic interior decoration including a large stuffed grizzly. 7am-3pm $

Café 6044: More fitting for Perth than Lancelin, this stylish cafe offers healthy choices of juices and acai bowls along with bagels. 7am-3pm $

3 Emus: Catch a sea breeze at this waterfront restaurant with expansive lawns and smart interior to enjoy seafood and modern Australian cuisine. Noon-8.30pm $$

Yanchep National Park TIME FROM THE PINNACLES: 90MIN [image: ]

Koalas and show caves

Western Australia may be known for its rich biodiversity of wildlife but one notable absentee from its roll call of native animals is arguably the most iconic of all, the koala. And that’s where Yanchep National Park steps in with its small colony of koalas that were introduced here from the eastern states in 1938. Only 42km north of Perth, you’ll spot half a dozen or so lazing in trees along a 240m boardwalk within a gated area of the national park. In recent years, numbers have dropped off, many dying due to old age, though plans are in place to replenish numbers.

As well as kangaroos, emus and walks to Boomerang Gorge along the Dwerta Mia trail, highlights are its glistening limestone Crystal Cave that can be visited on a tour, the Trees Adventure rope course and, on Sundays, the excellent 45-minute Aboriginal Experience showcasing traditional Whadjuk culture, including demonstrations of spear and boomerang throwing and didjeridu performances.

For food, the quaint Chocolate Drops teahouse does scones etc, along with chocolates handmade on-site.
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THE GILT DRAGON

Of the 1600 shipwrecks strewn along WA’s 8000km coastline, few evoke more intrigue than the Vergulde Draeck (‘Gilt Dragon’).

In 1656, this Dutch VOC ship loaded with silver guilders met its fate off what is now Guilderton. Of the 193 crew members, 75 reached the shore, believed to be the first Europeans to set foot on mainland Australia.

Using the ship’s boat, seven sailors journeyed 3000km to raise the alarm in Batavia (present-day Jakarta, Indonesia). Despite Dutch rescue attempts, no trace of remaining survivors was found.

In 1931, two local boys discovered silver guilder coins north of Moore River, leading to the town’s naming, Guilderton. Then, in 1963, spear fishermen found the well-preserved wreck, complete with elephant tusks and cannons, finally unravelling the mystery of its whereabouts.



Guilderton TIME FROM THE PINNACLES: 75MIN [image: ]

Beach days and river paddles

For generations, the small laid-back town of Guilderton has been a popular holiday destination for Perth families seeking relaxed beachside fun.

It’s here where the meandering Moore River empties into the Indian Ocean, which gives its name to what the Yued Traditional Custodians know as Gabbadah (‘mouth of water’). Here 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 with local tour guide Phil, who’ll show you its dunes, forests and wildlife.

The surf beach here is stunning, and you can also take it in from a viewing deck. It’s a wild stretch, however, so take care while swimming.

The general store at Moore River does takeaway; for a proper meal, head up the hill to Guilderton Country Club for pub grub. For more info, stop by its visitor centre.

Jurien Bay TIME FROM THE PINNACLES: 30MIN [image: ]

Take in the bay’s outdoor attractions

Though first impressions may seem like 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. For masks and snorkel gear get in touch with Jurien Bay Adventure Tours, from whom you can also hire bikes, SUPs and arrange local tours.

As part of the Jurien Bay Marine Park here 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 right out among them.

Bike riders meanwhile can cycle the 14.2km coastal Turquoise Way Trail that takes in Jurien Bay’s extended foreshore.

As a fishing town, it means fish and chips is a must, but with gourmet pizzas and local beers at Kakkas Alley Brewing, it’s a tough choice. Other picks include Oneh Jurien for Vietnamese fusion and cocktails or Jetty Cafe for waterfront views.


JURIEN BAY TOURS

Jurien Bay Adventure Tours

Can sort you out for trips to the Pinnacles, Stockyard Caves and nearby dunes and seasonal wildflower displays.

Jurien Bay Oceanic Experiences

As well as dive courses and sea lion trips, here 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

Jump in the water with snorkel and mask for a view of Australia sea lions like no other.

Turquoise Safaris

Specialising in snorkel trips to visit a breeding colony of Australian fur seals.



Lesueur National Park TIME FROM THE PINNACLES: 20MIN [image: ]

Walking the bloomin’ lovely trails in Lesueur National Park

A 20-minute drive inland from Jurien Bay will land you among one of WA’s biodiversity hotspots within Lesueur National Park. It’s a very popular destination for bushwalkers, with a good variety of trails leading you through its astounding 900 species of flora, which from late August through to early November explode in a burst of colour of wildflowers, kangaroo paw, banksia and grasstrees. 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) 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 Mount Lesueur (two hours) offers panoramic ocean vistas. Overlanders meanwhile can embark on the 26km Yonga Trail. Otherwise the Lesueur Scenic Drive offers plenty of interesting stops with informative signboards. For wildflower tours, get in touch with Jurien Bay Adventure.


Green Head TIME FROM THE PINNACLES: 45MIN [image: ]

Kick back on Green Head’s dynamite beaches

Small and blissfully sleepy, Green Head is probably that dreamy beach town you’ve been searching for. Don’t expect anything too flash, however; it’s still very much an authentic no-frills WA rock lobster fishing town, but its coastal attractions are stunning. Located 32km north of Jurien Bay, this is definitely a more relaxed option to stay and offers a handy base for exploring Lesueur National Park.

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. Sheer perfection, its sheltered cove of white sugary sand and aquamarine waters beckons for a dip, while its grassy foreshore is made for enjoying fish and chips.

It’s one of three beaches that make up the Three Bays Walkway, a 2.5km one-way coastal trail offering stunning views as it takes you from South Bay and Dynamite Bay to Anchorage Bay in the north. There are information boards along the way including interesting insights to the Yued Traditional Custodians, who for many tens of thousands of years camped along this coast for shellfish feasts, and ancient middens can be seen in the area. For Indigenous tours try Kwongan Country Tours, but they’re not always available.

For other activities, Centre Break Beach Stay can help out with kayaks, snorkelling gear and sandboards for the nearby dunes.


WILDFLOWER HOTSPOTS

Ask locals when the best time to visit WA is and many will say the wildflower season.

From late winter through to late spring, large parts of the state are ablaze in a kaleidoscope of colourful flowering plants, transforming its landscapes into a must-see natural wonderland.

For the region around Jurien Bay, wildflower hotspots include Lesueur National Park, Moora, Wongan Hills, Tathra and Badgingarra national parks, and Hi-Valley Farm.

Wildflower Country (wildflowercountry.com.au) is your definitive online resource for visiting the area: a collective of 11 different regions and an identifier list to ensure you can tell your cowslip and donkey orchids from your white spiders.



EATING IN GREEN HEAD

Centre Break: Smart bistro with signature crayfish rolls to go with seafood chowder, steak sandwiches, beers and wines. 11am-2pm & 5-7pm $$

Leeman Fish & Chips: Worth the drive to Leeman for arguably WA’s best fish and chips, straight off the boat. 10am-1pm Mon & Tue, 9.30am-2pm & 5-8pm Wed-Sun $

Green Head Gallery Cafe: Quaint cottage cafe with garden setting sharing space with owner’s gallery and offering brekky wraps, spanakopita, coffees and more. 6am-4pm Fri-Sun $

Dynamite Bay Take-away: 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 $

New Norcia TIME FROM THE PINNACLES: 105MIN [image: ]

Visiting Australia’s only monastic town

If you thought the Pinnacles were a surreal sight, wait until you stumble upon New Norcia, Australia’s only monastic town. Seemingly materialising out of nowhere in the middle of the bush, this is not some small-scale historical relic: it’s a full-scale, living monastery complex dating from the 19th century, complete with robed, chanting monks.

In the Wheatbelt region, 132km north of Perth, it was founded in 1847 by Spanish Benedictine monks as an Aboriginal mission, and today attracts an equal number of spiritual visitors as it does fascinated, wide-eyed tourists wondering what they’ve stumbled upon.


Scattered among its gum trees and paddocks, this complex of ornate Spanish-influenced architecture includes the palm-tree fronted Abbey Church, which is packed out for Sunday mass, a monastery and grand historical buildings of former boarding schools, including the boys St Ildephonsus’ College and girls St Gertude’s.

The two-hour town tours are a good way to take in the sights and history; otherwise head to the visitor centre for self-guided tour maps. Here you’ll also find a range of baked goods, including wood-fired bread, almond-packed biscotti made by monks in the bakery, and olive oil (made from olives hand-picked on-site) and ports and beers also produced by the monks.

The New Norcia Museum & Art Gallery traces the monastery’s history and has an impressive art collection where contemporary works sit alongside one of the country’s largest collections of post-Renaissance religious art (including a genuine Raphael). But the museum lacks any reference to the shameful past atrocities that took place here , which were committed against the stolen generations, and the rampant history of sexual abuse of boarders.

Today there’s around six monks in residence and each evening Gregorian chanting takes place from 6pm within its monastery. There’s guesthouse accommodation within the monastery, with an optional add-on for a communal dinner with guests, or you can eat with the Roman Catholic monks in strict silence.

Otherwise you can eat at the town’s service station, which is owned by the monastery and has a cafe open until 5pm.

[image: map]

St Gertrude’s College | PHILIP SCHUBERT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


A PLACE OF TRAUMA

Formerly a missionary and Catholic boarding school, New Norcia harbours a grim history marked by traumatic experiences, notably rampant sexual abuse of boarding 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 Res-ponses 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’s average. The current administration has acknowledged these disturbing acts, expressing sorrow and shame while emphasising efforts towards healing for survivors. Though compensation pay-outs have been made, numerous legal proceedings continue.





Mandurah

GIANT SCULPTURES | BEACHES | CANALS


[image: map]

With its modern waterfront development of interlinked canals, marinas and quays opening to an estuary that’s twice the size of Sydney Harbour, Mandurah is a 21st-century water world that offers a very different vibe to the rest of coastal WA.

A part of the Peel municipality, Mandurah is officially grouped into the Greater Perth area even through it’s 71km south of the city; however, if you ignore the zoning, it’s very much a standalone destination that is WA’s second biggest city. It takes its name from Mandjoogoordap (meeting place of the heart), an important meeting place for Bindjareb people, the Traditional Custodians who’ve lived here for 50,000 years.

The winner of Australia’s Top Tourism Town in 2023, it’s not the easiest city to pin down, and in truth, it’s a bit of a mixed bag. Its showy artificial precinct is not everyone’s cup of tea, but with its Giants sculptures, dolphin sightings, Ramsar-listed wetlands and national parks, there’s plenty on its doorstep.
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SIGHTS

1 Doddi’s Beach

2 Mandurah Museum

3 Town Beach

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

4 Mandurah Cruises

5 Star Surf+Skate

SLEEPING

6 Atrium Hotel

7 Mandurah Ocean Marina Chalets

EATING

8 Flics Kitchen

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9 Little Stiller

INFORMATION

10 Mandurah Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

Mandurah is within the outermost zone of the Transperth public-transport system, which means you can reach it from Perth by train within 50 minutes.

Buses also arrive here and can connect you with the southwest.

Cycling is a good way to get around and the Bike Kiosk can sort you out for e-bikes and tours to see the Giants.

However a car is by far the best means, and pretty much the only feasible way of getting around to see all the Giants, unless you sign up for a tour. Otherwise Uber and taxis are available for short trips.




TOP TIP

Mandurah Visitor Centre should be your first port of call for all your questions regarding the Giants and where to find them, along with the town’s many water-based activities and tours on offer. Its website visitmandurah.com has plenty to keep you busy!



Where the Wild Things Are

Come visit Mandurah’s Giants

An absolute boon to the town’s tourism industry, the Giants of Mandurah have brought in visitors far and wide to enjoy these whimsical sculptures by world-renowned Danish ‘recycle artist’ Thomas Dambo. He’s installed his distinctive troll-like Giants around the world, but Mandurah’s are an Australian exclusive. You’ll have to get in quick, though, as they’re built with perishable recycled wood and, being exposed to the elements, these are impermanent works that are expected to last until around 2025.


Scattered over a wide distance, there are six Giants (one of which is hidden) to visit on what is an interactive trail that’ll immerse you in Mandurah’s wetlands, waterways, bush and beaches while you look for these large-scale sculptures; the guidebook (giantsofmandurah.com.au) available from the visitor centre makes a great accompaniment. Most are easy to locate, but the one secret Giant you’ll need to find using cryptic clues, and without giving away any spoilers, you’ll need a car.


BILLIE BOB

A long way from his brethren sits Perth’s Giant Billie Bob. This additional sculpture is outside the Subiaco Arts Centre if you’re looking to complete the set.




Other Things to See & Do

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 the Falcon, Avalon and Pyramids beaches.

To head out to its Ramsar-listed wetlands, Mandurah Boat hires out self-drive pontoon boats, kayaks and SUPs. 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.
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Dolphin, Mandurah | elisza/shutterstock ©


MANDURAH TOURS

Mandjoogoordap Dreaming: Local Bindjareb guide George leads highly recommended tours that interpret Mandurah’s sea and land from an Indigenous perspective.

Mandurah Cruises: Offers popular one-hour trips to see dolphins, but also relaxed estuary cruises, high tea and sunset cocktail cruises.

Bike Kiosk: Leads e-bike tours to visit Mandurah’s Giants, as well as trips to peruse local produce.

Kaleidoscope Tours: Bus trips to visit the Giants along with tours to visit local breweries, wineries and food stops.

Mandurah Surf Lessons: Run by Star Surf+Skate, these surf lessons at Pyramids Beach are for beginners or those who want to brush up on their skills.



EATING & DRINKING IN MANDURAH: OUR PICKS

Little Stiller: Sparkling water views to enjoy this micro distillery’s gins, vodkas and enticing menu of bao. 11am-10pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat $

Flics Kitchen: Flavoursome shared plates of wood-roasted lamb and lobster brioche paired with a winning drinks list. Hours vary $$

Boundary Island Brewery: Waterfront brewpub offering beers, smoked meats and live music. 11.30am-9pm Mon-Fri, 8am-10pm Sat & Sun $$

All Malt Brewing: Quality craft beers brewed using eco-friendly techniques involving low water footprint and recycled stainless-steel milk vats. 3.30-9pm Mon-Fri, from 11am Sat & Sun



Beyond Mandurah


[image: map]

Surrounding Mandurah are its wonderful mix of national parks that offer different experiences of coast, waterfalls, forests and unique wildlife encounters.


If Mandurah’s glittery suburban scene doesn’t quite do it for you, there are plenty of pristine wilderness escapes within easy reach. A short drive south takes you to the 12,000-hectare protected wetlands of Yalgorup National Park, with ancient thrombolites, and a – ssshhh – secret attraction. Head inland for waterfalls at Serpentine National Park or the charming Dwellingup, winner of Australia’s 2023 Top Tiny Town with its forests and outdoor adventures of mountain-biking, walking trails and treetop climbs.

Much further afield, a two-hour drive inland takes you into the Wheatbelt region, where lovers of Australian native animals will be rewarded at Dryandra Woodland National Park’s wildlife sanctuary, with the rare opportunity to see bilbies among other critically endangered marsupials.


GETTING AROUND

There’s no public transport to any of the national parks, so unless visiting on a tour, you’ll need your own car.

Dwellingup, however, is a stop along both the Bibbulmum Track and Munda Biddi Trail, so if you’re embarking on either of these overland journeys, you’ll be arriving by foot or by bike from Perth. When you are here it’s all about walking and bike trails, so you won’t need a car.



Dwellingup TIME FROM MANDRUAH: 35MIN [image: ]

Trails, trains & trees

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. A logging town turned eco-tourism destination, it’s a worthy winner of Australia’s ‘Top Tiny Town’ in 2023, and its slick visitor centre makes for a great starting point for trail info and artisan handicrafts. The Wilman people of the Noongar nation are the Traditional Custodians of the region and to learn more about their culture sign up for a tour with Kaarak Dreaming.

Swims, bush walks, canopy walks, paddles and historical steam train rides are just some unique ways to enjoy the forest, but with development of its mountain bike trails, two wheels is the main game in town. Dwellingup Adventures can sort you out for bike hire to tackle its MTB trails, which are regarded by many as the best in the state. They can also arrange kayaks and camping hire, and white-water rafting tours from June to October.


To get up among it, the 11m-high canopy walk at the Forest Discovery Centre is a must, and within its building – with a design inspired by eucalyptus leaves – are displays on Dwellingup forest’s flora and fauna. Trees Adventure is another popular option for climbers, with rope courses and ziplines leading through the treetops. It’s part of the scenic Lane Pool Reserve that sits on the banks on 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 (the Dwelly) has a wonderful outback country pub vibe, the Blue Wren Cafe offers great food and rustic charm, while the Wine Tree is known for its ciders, fruit wines and grazing plates.


FIGHTING THE GOOD FIGHT

Dwellingup’s environ-mentalists, tour oper-ators and community members recently celebrated victories in safe-guarding ancient Jarrah forests and wildlife, securing restrictions on logging and mining activities.

While the state government’s legis-lation banning native timber forests from 2024 is a positive step, it solely targets the forestry sector, all while allowing exemptions for mining companies who can continue to clear forests. It’s a major issue given the region is home to the world’s second-largest bauxite mine, Alcoa.

So, while the exclu-sion of mining from the immediate 8344-hectare Dwellingup area was lauded in 2023 for conservation, sceptics claim it’s greenwashing, assert-ing Alcoa had no mining plans and uses the exclusion for PR while expanding exploration beyond the 3km exclusion zone.



Yalgorup National Park TIME FROM MANDRUAH: 30MIN [image: ]

Thrombolites, birdwatching, secret walks & beers

A short drive south from Mandurah leads to Yalgorup National Park’s vast system of lakes, wetlands and coastal region. It’s an area internationally recognised by Ramsar as a significant bird migration habitat and from October to April twitchers can head to Lake Pollard’s birdwatching hide to tick off 130 species of migratory shorebirds.

But Yalgorup’s main drawcard is Lake Clifton and its globular, alien-like thrombolites, where a boardwalk trail leads you right among these descendants of earth’s most ancient living organisms. From here there’s another 5km (return) track to a destination we’re not at liberty to divulge.

A hint, however: among nearby Thorny Devil Brewery’s array of seasonal craft ales, there’s one beer that’s produced in collaboration with a famous Danish artist, but you’ll need to visit to find out more...
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Serpentine National Park TIME FROM MANDRUAH: 30MIN [image: ]

Slither on down to Serpentine Falls

Another forested retreat only a short drive from Mandurah is the popular Serpentine National Park. Accessed via the logging town of Jarrahdale, its highlight is the 15m-high Serpentine Falls, one of southern WA’s best. Cascading over granite outcrop into a natural pool, it’s long been a popular swimming hole, but with nearly 30 deaths here over the years due to people diving or climbing upon slippery rocks, it’s something you’ll need to consider carefully. Furthermore, in 2020 it was closed by Parks WA after a deadly brain-eating amoeba was detected in its waters, though it’s since been given the all-clear.


THE WILDLIFE OF DRYANDRA WOODLAND PARK

[image: map]

Christine Townsend, guide at Barna Mia Wildlife Sanctuary.

Dryandra Woodland National Park is my happy place, as soon as I arrive amongst the wandoo trees I feel at peace. My favourite walk is the Ochre Trail, which reminds me of the long connection that the Wiilman Noongar people have to Dryandra Woodland.

I’ve been a guide at Barna Mia Animal Sanctuary for 17 years and still get excited seeing bilbies, woylies, mala, quenda and boodies, and observing visitors’ similar reactions. My favourite animals to see are numbats and echidnas.

I love sitting quietly and watching the animals while listening to the sounds of the woodland and seeing the stars shining extra brightly, which still takes my breath away.



Dryandra Woodland National Park TIME FROM MANDRUAH: 2HR [image: ]

A glimpse at Australia’s rarest animals

Dryandra Woodland National Park may be a bit further out than other sights around Mandurah, but for wildlife lovers, the two-hour drive here is 100% worth the effort. Its Barna Mia Nocturnal Animal Sanctuary offers the very rare opportunity see critically endangered Australian species such as the bilby, mala, boodie, woylie, dalgytes, wurrups and quendas, all insanely cute marsupials you’ll spot on its 90-minute evening torchlight tours. The national park is also the best place in WA to spot numbats. If lucky, you’ll spot one of these iconic stripy marsupials feeding on ants alongside the side of the road; drive slowly and keep your eyes peeled.



Rockingham

BEACHES | KITEBOARDING | MARINE LIFE
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Though it may be caught up in Greater Perth’s urban sprawl, make no mistake, Rockingham is no outer suburb but very much its own beach holiday town.

Here life revolves around the ocean and, in addition to being one of Australia’s best kiteboarding destinations, it has a wonderful mix of beaches to suit all moods and tastes. It’s also famous for Penguin Island and 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, but it’s a fairly touristy setup, so if you’re seeking something more relaxed, the adjoining areas of Shoalwater and Safety Bay offer better choices.

Rockingham was founded in 1872 as Perth’s southern port, and though Fremantle took over from the 1890s, today it’s still home to Australia’s largest naval base, HMAS Stirling.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Penguin Island

2 Safety Bay

SIGHTS

3 Cape Perron

4 Rockingham Beach

5 Shoalwater Beach

6 Shoalwater Islands Marine Park

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

7 Perth Wildlife Encounters

8 Scubanautics Dive Academy

see 10 Sea Breeze Kitesurf School

9 Skydive Perth Rockingham

10 WA Surf

see 10 West Oz Kiteboarding

SLEEPING

11 Manuel Towers

EATING

12 Azacca Kitchen

see 13 Latitude 32

13 Ostro Eatery

14 Rústico

INFORMATION

15 Visitor Information Centre

TRANSPORT

16 Penguin Island Ferry




GETTING AROUND

Located 53km south from central Perth, Rockingham is an easy drive from the capital. Otherwise there are regular trains to get you here in 35 minutes, and then continue on to Mandurah. The only issue is that the train station is 4km from the main town, while Mersey Point for Rockingham Wildlife Encounters and kite-boarding is 6km. Hence long-term bike hire from Perth isn’t a bad option; otherwise there’s always the purple e-scooters.

Uber and taxis are less common but there are plenty of public buses (555 & 551) link-ing the beaches with the main parts of town.




TOP TIP

If your heart is set on seeing penguins, the best months are January and February; other times it’s very unlikely you’ll see them. The island is closed entirely from June to October, during bad weather and on days over 35°C.



Paddles & Wildlife at 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. Hence, it’s best to take the approach of visiting more as an island escape rather than coming specifically to see penguins. Get in touch with Perth Wildlife Encounters for more info, but otherwise they run popular 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.


Learn to Kitesurf

Kiteboarding lessons and beach time

Kiteboarders are a fanatical lot who 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 Kite School and WA Surf all offer lessons and gear.

If you’re here to relax, Rockingham Beach offers a superb stretch of golden sand with calm waters, or for more pristine options try Shoalwater Beach or Cape Perron further north.

EATING IN ROCKINGHAM

Rústico: Rockingham Beach’s classiest option offers seasonal, creative tapas and paella, degustation menus and wines. Noon-9pm Wed & Thu, to 10pm Fri-Sun $$

Azacca Kitchen: Tasteful space with eclectic menu of local seafood, cheeseburgers and fish tacos along with great drinks. 4-9pm Wed-Fri, noon to 10pm Sat & Sun $$

Latitude 32: Prime beachfront location along Rockingham’s main drag offering burgers and seafood mains to go with cocktails and craft beers. 11am-9pm $$

Ostro Eatery: Vibrant cafe doing all-day everything – breakfast, brunch, burgers (including a soft shell crab version) and cocktails. 7am-3pm $$



Avon Valley

SCENIC LANDSCAPES | COUNTRY CHARM | HISTORY
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One of Perth’s most-loved weekend getaways is the attractive Avon Valley region, which turns on the charm with its quaint country towns, fertile rolling hills and scenic river.

The most popular town is the National Trust–listed York, WA’s oldest inland settlement, whose superbly preserved gold-rush streets will have you feeling like you’ve stepped back in time. Toodyay is another crowd favourite that brings in folk to unwind to a picturesque heritage backdrop, while Northam, the big smoke of the region, offers living Indigenous culture, silo art and an interesting history as a link along the pipeline that brings in freshwater from Perth to the eastern goldfields towns.

All are destinations in their own right, but they’re easily weaved together to form a neatly packed itinerary offering a variety of attractions, all within a short distance of Perth or beyond.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bilya Koort Boodja

2 Toodyay

3 York

SIGHTS

4 Avon Valley National Park

see 2 Connor’s Mill

5 Mt Brown Lookout

see 2 Newcastle Gaol Museum

see 3 Residency Museum

see 3 York Courthouse Complex

see 3 York Motor Museum

SLEEPING

see 3 Faversham House

see 2 Toodyay Caravan Park

see 3 York Palace Hotel

EATING

see 3 Castle Hotel

see 2 Cola Café & Museum

see 3 Jules Shoppe

see 1 RiversEdge Cafe

see 2 Toodyay Bakery

ENTERTAINMENT

see 2 Moondyne Festival

INFORMATION

see 1 Northam Visitor Centre

see 3 Toodyay Visitor Centre

see 2 York Visitor Information Centre




GETTING AROUND

Car is by far the easiest way to reach the towns of the Avon Valley, with the most popular destinations Toodyay, Northam and York taking anywhere from one to 1½ hours.

Public transport is also possible, with buses and trains run-ning from Perth. Buses depart from Transwa Bay’s East Perth Terminal for the 1½ hour trip to Toodyay and 2 hours to both York and Northam. Trains also run to Toodyay (1¼ hours) and Northam (1½ hours). Local buses also connect the towns, taking 30 minutes between York and Northam, and 20 minutes from Northam to Toodyay.




TOP TIP

All of York, Toodyay and Northam have helpful visitor centres, each with its own website offering plenty of useful brochures and info for pre-planning. There’s also an Experience York app.



Discovering Delightful York

Majestic historical buildings

From the moment you lay eyes on York’s resplendent 19th-century streetscape, it won’t surprise you to learn that this is WA’s oldest inland town, settled in 1831, before which it was the residing place of the Ballardong Traditional Owners for millennia. Today it’s Avon Valley’s most popular destination, and strolling its picturesque gold rush–era main street is reason enough to visit, with every building National Trust–listed, from the supermarket IGA to the Vietnamese bakery.

Sharing space with York’s grand town hall, the visitor centre offers great local info, including a range of walking, cycling and driving trails, and leads on to the historical York Courthouse Complex and community-owned York Motor Museum with eclectic displays of vintage cars.

Other highlights are the Residency Museum (1858) and Mt Brown Lookout for views over the Avon Valley. The Castle Hotel (c 1851) is the place for pub meals while Jules Shoppe is a contender for WA’s best kebab.



Step Back in Time in Toodyay

Colonial history and festivals

Another National Trust–listed hotspot for Perth weekenders is the charming historical township of Toodyay. Set along the banks of the Avon River, 88km northeast of the capital, it was originally known as Newcastle, but its current name (pronounced ‘2J’) came about from the Ballardong Aboriginal word duidgee (place of plenty). Today it’s all about browsing vintage shops, visiting its bakery and the kitschy Cola Café and Museum and taking in the heritage Newcastle Gaol Museum, and historical Connor’s Mill, the latter sharing space with the visitor centre. It’s also the gateway to the Jarrah forests of Avon Valley National Park, 23km southwest.
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MOONDYNE FESTIVAL

You won’t find too many festivals around the world dedicated to life-long criminals, but here in Toodyay the celebration of WA’s most famous bushranger, Moondyne Joe, is the biggest event of the year.

Regarded more as a scoundrel and petty felon, he was famed for his uncanny ability to escape from prisons, earning him his legendary reputation in the state’s history.

His name, Moon-dyne, is believed to have originated from his hiding spot in the Moondyne Hills near Toodyay, and as a symbol of defiance, Moondyne Joe’s reputation endures.

Held in May, it’s a day of street theatre, pioneer period costume, food, drink and a re-enactment of Moondyne Joe’s various escapes throughout the town.



Stopping by Northam

Engineering marvels, silo art, Indigenous culture

Probably more of a place to pass through than to spend the night, the Avon Valley’s main commercial hub of Northam is one of the first stops along the Golden Pipeline Heritage Trail (goldenpipeline.com.au) that delivers freshwater from Perth to Kalgoorlie. It’s also a featured stop along the Australian Silo Art Trail (australiansiloarttrail.com) but the main reason to visit is for Bilya Koort Boodja, an Indigenous culture centre exploring the history, culture of local Ballardong people and the broader Noongar nation. Next door, its visitor centre shares space with RiversEdge Cafe.



Places We Love to Stay

$ Cheap       $$ Moderate       $$$ Pricey

Rottnest Island

see e Stay Rottnest $ Occupying a 1937 art-deco army barracks is this sprawling institutional budget option, offering campsites, dorms and private rooms ranging from cabins to ocean-front chalets.

d Discovery Rottnest Island $$ Fabulous safari-tent park tucked in behind the dunes of Pinky Beach with swimming pool and resort-style oceanfront bar-restaurant.

e Samphire Rottnest $$$ The most luxurious digs on the island, this boutique waterfront hotel overlooks Thompson Bay. Well worth the splurge for its understated brand of luxury.

Swan Valley

c Discovery Parks Swan Valley $ Affordable, family-friendly holiday park with the usual setup of campsites, cabins, swimming pool and playground.

d Swan Valley Retreat $$$ Indulge in a weekend away in the Swan Valley at this blissful spa retreat among pastoral surrounds and relaxed yet luxurious amenities.

The Pinnacles & Beyond

Guilderton Caravan Park $ Well positioned for both the estuary and beach is this laid-back holiday park offering camping, cabins and fully equipped glamping too.

Lancelin Lodge YHA $ Laid-back hostel close to the beach with swimming pool, hammocks and good choice of dorms and private rooms.

Jurien Bay Tourist Park $ Holiday park catering to solo travellers and families, with units and campsites right on Jurien Bay’s foreshore.

Monastery Guesthouse $ One of WA’s most unique stays within a 19th-century Spanish Benedictine monastery.

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.

Lancelin Sands Hotel $$ Sharing space with the town’s more laid-back pub and 3 Emus Restaurant are these relaxed motel-style rooms with swimming pool and BBQ facilities.

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.

Centre Break Beach Stay $$ Basic but well-priced rooms close to Dynamite Bay; helpful owners offer added perks, such as SUP and sandboard use.

Mandurah & Around

6 Atrium Hotel $ The closest you’ll find to a budget room outside Airbnb is this modern hotel with good-value rooms to go with its swimming pool.

Dwellingup Hotel $ Affordable pub accommodation in motel-style rooms.

Lions Dryandra Woodland Village $ Though camping in Dryandra may be cheaper, this offers a more comfortable stay and is a good option for those without tents.

7 Mandurah Ocean Marina Challets $$ Stay right among Mandurah’s modern waterfront development at this comfortable spot.

Rockingham

see 11 Manual Towers $$ Wonderfully located across from Shoalwater’s beach foreshore, and a short walk for access to Penguin Island, is this Mediterranean-style stone hotel with a good mix of rooms.

Avon Valley

see 2 Toodyay Caravan Park $ Set along the banks of the Avon River is this scenic holiday park with cabins, camping and palm-lined pool.

see 3 York Palace Hotel $$ A lavish period-style hotel (1909) is exactly what you’d hope for in a town like York, and the Palace delivers old-world atmosphere aplenty.

see 3 Faversham House $$ Set over 5 acres is this 19th-century National Trust–listed mansion dating to 1840 that mixes Victorian grandeur with 21st-century comforts.






Margaret River & the Southwest
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SURF, VINEYARDS & GIANT KARRIS

Treat yourself to an endless bounty of gourmet produce, wineries and spectacular coastline before being enchanted by majestic forests.
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Cuisine in Margaret River | kaszojad/getty images ©

Great rewards lie in wait for those who’ve made the effort to journey down to Australia’s far southwestern pocket. It’s a region so packed full of highlights, it almost seems boastful. Divine beaches, big waves, Perigord truffles, world-class wines, freshly caught marron, giant karri trees, wildflowers, majestic caves, wild swimming, whales, dolphins and even, or so some claim, thylacine (!) – or a 4000-year-old fossilised one, at the very least.

Locals know exactly how good they have it, but they’re not the type to rub your nose in it. They’re some of the most laid-back people on the planet. And for good reason, too, which you’ll discover once you see what they have in their backyard.

The Traditional Custodians of the land, the Wadandi (Saltwater) people – who’ve walked these lands for at least 45,000 years – know better than anyone the richness of this region, and their strong connection to these lands remains as deep as ever.

Despite the vast wealth and variation of sights in this southwest nook, distances here are very manageable, unlike most areas of WA. If you have your own wheels you can get from one end of the coast to the other in an hour. Or, if you have more time on your hands, you can tackle two of Australia’s most epic overland treks: the Cape to Cape or Bibbulmun Track. Whatever path you tread, here in the southwest you’re in for a real treat.
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The Main Areas

MARGARET RIVER REGION

Wineries, waves and whales.

BUNBURY

White sands, dolphins and inland treasures.

SOUTHERN FORESTS

Giant trees, mountain biking, farmgate produce.




Find Your Way

Western Australia is massive, but the southwest is a self-contained destination that rarely involves more than an hour in the car. Direct flights from Melbourne and Sydney are a game-changer, making travelling here even easier.
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Plan Your Time

You can cover the region’s highlights in just a few days, but it’s definitely worth building in a week or so to really take in its natural beauty and epicurean delights.
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A Few Days of Fun

Start in Margaret River for fantastic food and drink and the gateway to Cape Leeuwin Lighthouse, Boranup Forest, Prevelly Beach and Jewel Cave. Head to Cape Naturaliste Lighthouse for whales, taking in wildflowers and wineries en route to Dunsborough. Swing by Busselton before heading inland for charming Nannup and Bridgetown, then loop back for dolphins in Bunbury.




A Week or More

A more realistic timeframe allows for lazy beach days at Hamelin Bay and Injidup in between riding waves at Prevelly. Indulge in the wineries, restaurants and breweries of Margaret River. Embark on a leg of the Cape to Cape, and take in underwater delights at Dunsborough and Busselton Jetty. Journey down to Pemberton and Manjimup for karri trees, truffles and mountain-bike adventure.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Come spring, the southwest bursts with colour of wildflowers in full bloom, while whales journey through along their annual migration.

SUMMER

Sublime weather sees the beaches packed, so good luck trying to find a park, and book your accommodation well ahead.

AUTUMN

Great waves, lovely weather and prime walking conditions make this a great, quieter time to enjoy Margaret River. Nannup Music Festival in March is a must.

WINTER

The Margaret River Pro sees the world’s best surfers here for big swells, while truffle season is in full swing.



Margaret River Region

WINE | BEACHES | FORESTS


[image: map]

Though Margaret River is a town itself – a great little community that’s definitely worth checking out – it’s better known as a general region: famous not only for its 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, offering plenty of culinary attractions.

Along the way you’ll find some of Australia’s finest caves, beaches, bike trails, and, come springtime, wildflowers and whales, which are regularly spotted along these waters.
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ACTIVITIES & TOURS

1 Hairy Marron Café

see 14 Margaret River Climbing Co

2 Margaret River Exposed

SLEEPING

3 Riverview Tourist Park

EATING

4 Dahl Daddys

5 Egberts

6 Margaret River Farmers Market

see 8 Margaret River Tuck Shop

7 Miki’s Open Kitchen

8 Morries Anytime

9 Normal Van Main Street

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10 Dormilona

11 Margaret River Brewhouse

12 Margaret River Distilling Company

see 8 Pearls Bar

13 Rhum Burgundy

see 4 West Co. Coffee

see 5 Yonder

SHOPPING

14 Margaret River Artisan Store

15 Retyre Shoes Margaret River

16 Vasse Virgin

INFORMATION

17 Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

You can arrive by bus, but once here, getting around is another matter. Realistically 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, be sure to book well in advance. With an increasing network of cycling paths, a bike is another good option for getting around. At the town of Margaret River there’s an off-road bike path to Prevelly Beach, while the Wadandi Track leads you to Cowaramup and Witchcliffe.




TOP TIP

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 Margs Like a Local

Food and drink, shops and cafes

Given its association with surf culture, it might surprise some to learn Margaret River (population 7430) isn’t actually on the beach but 8km inland. But still, close enough, and being back a bit allows it to strike that sweet spot between the coast and the wineries. Back in the 1960s there was no sign of wine, surfers or tourists, and, instead, ‘Margs’ was a dairy and logging town.

These days it’s undeniably touristy but retains its sense of a tight-knit, local community. Though there’s not much in the way of sights, just outside town, the Eagles Heritage sanctuary for rescued birds of prey is worth a visit. Coffee is always a good starting point, and West Co. Coffee is the place for single-origin enthusiasts, while Egberts also hits the spot with house-baked sourdough and croissants.

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, woodfired modern Australian 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.


Cycling the Wadandi Track

Rail trail riding adventure

Whether you’re a cyclist or walker, everyone loves a good rail trail, and Margaret River’s Wadandi Track is a beauty. Immersing you in its native forests of karri, marri and peppermints, it meanders through farmland and vineyards in between charming towns along a flat, well-made path, away from traffic. Following the historical 19th-century railway line built for the timber industry, this 31km one-way ride links the townships of WitchcLiffe and Cowaramup via Margaret River, with stops at wineries, breweries and picnic areas along the way.

Mountain bikes and e-bikes can be hired in Margaret River through Hairy Marron Café, run by a passionate and knowledgeable team who offer great maps and trail advice. Another popular route is the Prevelly Trail, which gets you from Margs to the beach. For more trails see mrorca.org.au.

At the trail’s north lies the town of Cowaramup (population 2482), 13km north of Margs, known by locals as ‘Cowtown’. In the spirit of Aussie small town quirkiness, you’ll find 42 life-sized fibreglass cow statues scattered about to tick off. Pit stops include Temper Temper, with single-origin chocolates using inventive flavours (from cauliflower to Froot Loops), Two Cracks Coffee for speciality beans roasted onsite, and Gourmet Food Merchant, who can make you a picnic hamper of local produce. For a wee nip or keepsake, West Winds Distillery & Tavern does a single malt whisky and artisanal gins, while the Servo Taphouse, inside an old petrol station, is a local favourite for a beer.

At the other end lies the vibrant little town of Witchcliffe (population 484). Here, among Wichy’s cafes and collectibles, Darnell’s Trader is the main attraction, where under the same roof of this historic building you’ll find its rustic gastro pub Dear Darnell’s; coffee at Witchy Brews; wine tasting at Amato Vino; the Marritree bookshop; and the Art with Heart studio. Optional stops along the way include Leeuwin Estate, one of Marg’s first wineries, before the trail continues for another 7km to finish at Valley Margaret River, with cellar door and nanobrewery to celebrate your arrival.
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BEST SHOPPING IN MARGARET RIVER

Margaret River Artisan Store (Map here): Collective of local indie WA designers producing one-off pieces including jewellery, clothing, accessories, ceramics and artworks.

Retyre Shoes Margaret River (Map here): Inspiring eco-friendly store dedicated to producing clothes, shoes and accessories made using recycled items such as plastics and truck-tyre mud flaps.

Vasse Virgin (Map here): Olive-oil-based soap and skincare products plus workshops. They also have their 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.

Margaret River Farmers Market (Map here): If you’re around Saturday morning, don’t miss this popular farmers market with its high-quality regional produce.



Connecting with the Saltwater People

Engage with 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 Witchcliffe that has unearthed evidence of human settlement dating back 48,000 years.

Koomal Dreaming is one of the best tour operators if you want to learn about local Indigenous culture. Tours are led by Josh Whiteland, a local Wardandi 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 where you can learn learn about the six Noongar seasons and journeying into Ngilgi Cave to hear traditional stories, learn to make a fire and enjoy didjeridu performances.


CULTURAL TOURS

In nearby Bunbury, don’t miss Ngalang Wongi Aboriginal Cultural Tours led by charismatic Noongar guide Troy Bennell, who also offers fascinating insights into this ancient living culture.



Marvelling at Margaret River’s Wildlflowers

Botany in Leeuwin-Naturaliste National Park

Stretching 120km in length between Cape Naturaliste and Cape Leeuwin is the Leeuwin-Naturaliste National Park. Taking in a remarkable mix of ecosystems, including remnant karri forest in Boranup, caves and coastal walks, and 8000 species of flora including 200 orchids, it’s gained recognition as a global biodiversity hotspot.

For an in-depth understanding of the park’s fascinating flora, contact Margaret River Exposed for botany safaris run by born-and-bred local Hank, who knows the area like no other. For wildflowers, the prime window to explore is from August to mid-October, when many endemic species dot the landscape from the northern end of the capes before moving southwards to Augusta as spring progresses.


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.



Surf’s Up

Searching for the perfect wave

Southwest Oz is one of Australia’s best surf spots, and home to some of the most powerful waves on the planet. Some 75 breaks dot this Indian Ocean coastline – including secret spots only accessible by 4WD – and it’s where the likes of Taj Burrows and Jack Robinson grew up carving monster waves at Margs, Yallingup and Gracetown. The surf culture dates back to the late 1950s, 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. At other times, its grassy terrace and boardwalk lookouts offer prime viewing, attracting surfers as well as tourists to check out locals taking on waves that can reach up to 25ft. 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, where the namesake break is where it all kicked off. Other famed places for barrels include Three Bears, Rabbits, Smith’s Beach and Injidup Point. For lessons, Margaret River Surf School and Yallingup Surf School are both recommended.


SOUTH COAST

The South Coast has its own thriving surf scene and culture, but being more remote, sharky and with rips, it’s one more for experienced surfers only. Around Albany has not one but two surf museums to check out.




MARGARET RIVER MOUNTAIN BIKING

Surfing and wineries may be the main games in town but Margaret River is an area 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’s plenty of road and bike trails too. The Wadandi is the most popular, but for everyday riders, the Prevelly Trail gets you from Margs to the beach, while the forested 3.3km Chimney Trail Loop is a scenic ride for those short on time. Margaret River’s Hairy Marron Café is ground zero for all your bike and trail needs.



Descending into the Depths

Margaret River’s outstanding cave network

Yet another reason to visit this region is Margaret River’s spectacular cave system, with some 200-plus limestone underground passages that include some of Australia’s finest show caves. Only six are open to the public and can only be visited on a guided tour, which cost $25 per cave.

Starting from Caves Rd in the south, Jewel Cave is WA’s largest show cave, and with its enchanting crystal ornamental interior and limestone formations – including one the longest straw stalactites found in Australia – it’s also one of its most magical. Here one-hour tours lead you through its three massive chambers, emerging to daylight to immerse you in karri forest. This was where the 3500-year-old fossil remains of a thylacine (Tasmanian tiger) were discovered.

Next along is Giants Cave, which is managed separately by Parks WA, where you’re provided with a hard hat and lamp for adventurous self-guided tours, with rock scrambles and ladder climbs plunging 86m; so, not one for young kids.

Further north is Lake Cave, the deepest of the tourist caves, where 300 steps lead from its sinkhole entrance down 62m to gleaming formations that reflect in a subterranean underground lake. The visitor centre here is an attraction in itself, with great info on Noongar culture and ancient fossilised finds.

Mammoth Cave is a favourite for many, where self-guided audio tours regale visitors of fascinating discoveries of Australian megafauna that met their demise here, including a fossilised giant echidna, marsupial lion, Tasmanian devils, thylacine and a giant wombat-like creature whose jawbone remnants you can see embedded in the wall.


Next up is Calgardup Cave (also run by Parks WA) with a boardwalk and staircase leading you on a journey through its decorative crystal interior of stalactites and stalagmites reflected in a seasonal stream inhabited by crustaceans.

Last but definitely not least is the stunning Ngilgi Cave, a standout both for its dazzling cathedral-like interior with dripping limestone spires that are 1 million years old, and for its spiritual significance to the Wardandi people.

If you’re curious about the hundreds of caves not open to the public, Margaret River Climbing Co can help you out for more adventurous climbs.
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SURFING MARGARET RIVER
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Jarrad Davies, owner of Margaret River Surf School (margaretriversurfschool.com)

Margaret River’s unique charm lies in its unparalleled wave diversity, offering conditions from gentle 1ft rollers to formidable 60ft giants courtesy of the Indian Ocean.

Nestled within stunning landscapes, 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 quinte-ssential spot for beginners, boasting a consistent, year-round long sandbar that provides perfect conditions amid breathtaking scenery, which makes it the top choice for learning to surf in the area. For advanced surfers, it becomes a paradise when the sandbanks align just right. Mean-while, Gracetown caters to intermediate surfers at spots like North Point, South Point, Lefties, and Huzzas.



EATING IN MARGARET RIVER: COASTAL EATS

White Elephant Cafe: Finding a parking space can be challenging at this blissful cafe overlooking Gnarabup Beach, but it’s 100% worth it. 7am-3pm $

Lagoon Yallingup: Upmarket beachfront kiosk in Yallingup doing wild-truffle eggs on toast and delicious seafood lunches. 8am-noon Mon & Tue, to 3pm Wed-Sun $$

Bunkers Beach House: Stylish beach bistro on the sands of Bunkers Bay to enjoy a seasonal Australian menu. 9am-2pm Thu-Mon $$

Augusta Hotel: Built in 1912, this heritage hotel opens up to stunning views over the inlet. Cold beers and classic pub fare. 11.30am-2pm & 5-8pm $$

Taste Your Way Through Wine Country

Characterful chardonnays and cab sauvs

Celebrated for its award-winning chardonnays and cabernet sauvignon, the fact Margaret River has been performing so well on the international stage is made all the more impressive given that the wine industry here only really began taking off in the 1990s.

There are two types of wineries here: estates offering fine dining, where food is an equal attraction to wine to enjoy among refined scenic outdoor terraces; or rustic affairs with cellar doors that focus on intimate, hands-on tastings. Visit margaretriver.wine for an overview of some of its 100 or so wineries.

Vasse Felix is Margaret River’s founding estate and has never let its edge slip; it’s well-regarded not only for its award-winning vinos but also for its destination fine-dining restaurant. 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 as one of WA’s best culinary experiences; Leeuwin Estate, a quintessential stop producing distinctive regional wines paired with a divine creative menu of modern Australian, with forested karri views; Voyager Estate, a second-generation family-owned winery where you can indulge in top-notch wines over a seven-course degustation lunch accompanied by fine wines and vine vistas; and Xanadu, established in 1977, which has picked up a spate of awards, including James Halliday’s Australian Winery of the Year in 2014.

A new generation of wine makers 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 and offering an alternative to big-moneyed estates; and Dormilona, an urban winery in Margaret River worth dropping by for tastings of their modern wines. Also near town is Stellar Bella, offering tastings and BYO picnics among the vines.
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MARGARET RIVER TOP FIVE FOR KIDS

Jewel Cave: Venturing down this magical underground world of gleaming limestone formations is an adventure kids won’t forget.

Chimney Trail Loop: This family-friendly 3.5km forest ride leads you among the towering ancient trees.

The Aquarium: Margaret River has many family-friendly beach options but for swimming and snorkelling, the protected lagoon of the Aquarium is hard to beat.

Eagles Heritage: Australia’s largest collection of raptors has free flight displays at 11am and 1.30pm.

Cowaramup: As well as ticking off its 42 cows on a scavenger hunt, charming Cowaramup is a popular stop for chocolate, lollies and gelato.



Let’s Get Crafty

Award-winning microbreweries

Complementing Margaret River’s wineries beautifully is its burgeoning craft-beer and artisanal-booze scene. New breweries pop up each month, so if you don’t have a designated driver, a brewery tour is ideal 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 a standout for its seasonal ales, big IPAs and more sessionable brews. In keeping with its name, it’s set within an old dairy shed overlooking paddocks, with a rustic food menu.

Bootleg Brewery is Margaret River’s oldest (established 1994) and still regularly pulls in beer awards for its juicy pale, seasonal and new world ales. Brewing since 2004, CBCo is another SW original with 22 beer taps on tap, but none better than its signature pale ale.

Wild Hop offers great core and seasonal brews to go with smoked meats in a 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 for a selection of modern beers on a site 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. 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.


DEVIL’S LAIR

Of Margaret River’s hundreds of caves (many that remain undiscovered) only a mere fraction are open to the public. They’re either inaccessible for safety reasons or open only to experienced climbers.

But many more are closed for archae-ological and cultural reasons, most famously Devil’s Lair, one of the most significant ancient sites in Australia.

It was here in the 1970s that Aboriginal remains dating to 48,000 years ago were found, along with charcoal hearths and tools, making it Australia’s third oldest evidence of human occupation behind Madjedbebe in Arnhem Land and Lake Mungo in NSW.

Fascinatingly, also found here were the fossilised remains of the Tasmanian devil and marsupial lion, among other species.



DRINKING IN MARGARET RIVER: OUR PICKS

Margaret River Brewhouse: Set among karri trees, a stylish microbrewery with quality craft ales, food and a sunny terrace. 11am-7pm Mon-Thu, to 9pm Fri-Sun

Margaret River Distilling Company: Taste well-crafted gins before enrolling in the Giniversity to make your own. 10am-6pm Mon-Thu, to 7pm Fri-Sun

Rhum Burgundy: ‘Stay classy’ with cocktails made by award-winning mixologiststs at this intimate rum bar along Marg’s main drag. 4.30-10pm Tue-Thu & Sun, to midnight Fri & Sat

Yonder: Drop by this small divey bar for cool music, beers and well-made drinks. 5-11pm Thu & Sun, to midnight Fri & Sat

Be Captivated by Cape Leeuwin

Lighthouses, 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 is the main town down this way and sits overlooking 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: a treasure trove of local yarns, shipwreck displays and random things washed up on the beach. 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) looking out over where the Indian Ocean meets the Southern Ocean. Dating to 1886, guided tours take you to the top of this still-operational lighthouse, where you’ll be battered by gale-force winds all while treated to the stunning, endless views. Also here are the heritage keepers’ residences, of which one has been converted into a multimedia interpretive centre.

Here marks the end point for the epic Cape to Cape Track, and a short drive away is the lime-encrusted Water Wheel dating to 1895 that once supplied water from the lighthouse.

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, even though 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.


MARGARET RIVER WINE & BEER TOURS

Margaret River Brewery Tours: Good-value bus tours that include pints at four breweries, tastings at wineries and full lunch.

Margaret River Tours: Well-established oper-ator offering options for half- or full-day tours to the region’s most iconic wineries for tastings, platters and chocolate.

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 – and check out their kayak and bush tucker tours, too.



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) and 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, where you can 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 has a Surf Life Saving Club) and Castle Bay all have talcum-white sands overlooking calm turquoise waters of Geographe Bay.
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Cape Leeuwin | ian woolcock/shutterstock ©


CHOCOLATES, TRUFFLES & OLIVES

Chocolate

Gabriel Chocolate and Temper Temper are both ‘bean-to-bar’ chocolate makers exporting cacao from Latin America and 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 offers a year-round supply of marron (local freshwater crayfish) you can cook up at home.

Bakeries

Don’t miss the wood-fired breads and croissants at Yallingup Gugelhupf or English-style pies at Pies & Ales off Caves Road.



Tap into Yallingup’s Beach Scene

Rockpools, surf and fine dining

With its surf, chilled-out locals and nearby wineries, the laid-back northern township of Yallingup (population 1195) offers your quintessential Margaret River 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 woodfired bakery Yallingup Gugelhupf, while for foodies choice, include the upmarket beach kiosk Lagoon Yallingup and creative fine dining at Wills Domain, Frui Momento and Cape Lodge.

As a stop along the Cape to Cape Track, there’s some great walks and nearby coastal attractions too. 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 each patrolled by a Surf Life Saving Club, making them safe swimming options in what can otherwise be a rough and unpredictable coastline. Yallingup is 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.



Beyond Margaret River


[image: map]

All your big-town amenities mixed in with relaxed beach vibes, sightseeing and nightlife.


Though the towns of Busselton and Dunsborough are often grouped into the Margaret River region, both are much bigger and more suburban – without the wineries, surf or national parks – but they offer a different, more family-friendly vibe overlooking the genteel waters of Geographe Bay.

Busselton (population 38,000) is the big smoke of the region, a sprawling residential zone with large shopping centres that’s balanced out by a stunning picturesque waterfront promenade. Its city beach has gin-clear waters from which its landmark jetty, the longest in the southern hemisphere, leads out to a stunning underwater observatory.

Adjoining Cape Naturaliste, Dunsborough (population 6413) is smaller and more relaxed than Busselton but bigger than Margs, and has a family-friendly bay, plenty of eating options and a surprisingly happening nightlife.


GETTING AROUND

Both Dunsborough and Busselton serve as gateway towns for buses linking Margaret River to Perth.

Busselton is about to get a lot more bustle with the introduction of direct flights from Sydney to join flights from Melbourne and Perth.

You’ll find taxis and buses, but most of Dunsborough and Busselton’s central area can be covered on foot.



Busselton TIME FROM MARGARET RIVER: 45MIN [image: ]

Underwater adventure at Busselton Jetty

Busselton Jetty isn’t your everyday jetty. For one, it extends for a mile out to sea, 1.841km to be precise, over the translucent waters of Geographe Bay. Secondly, it dates from the 1860s 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 the stunning underwater observatory (one of only six in the world) allowing visitors to plunge to the depths to 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. Hence the tourist train is more than a gimmick; along with commentary en route, it’s a very practical means of transport. Arriving at its endpoint, the not-for-profit underwater observatory is a unique opportunity for non-snorkellers to get a glimpse of this underwater world. Informative guided tours lead you down 8m as you gawk out of viewing windows at some 300 marine species that live down here.


Here’s also the Busselton Jetty Dive Trail with its underwater sculptures that’s popular with snorkellers and divers. Even if you’re not certified or can’t swim, Dive Busselton Jetty offers discovery undersea walks.
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TRUTH TELLING

A brutal yet often untold (and unacknowledged) part of Australia’s history is the tragic treatment of its Indigenous population since British arrival, including unforgivable massacres that occurred across the country.

The southwest, including Busselton, is no exception – here there were numerous violent incidents, where Wadandi people were killed by settlers in reprisal attacks for theft and misdemeanours.

At the forefront were the Bussell family, after whom Busselton was named. They were involved in massacres resulting in the deaths of 17 Wadandi, most horrendous of all the death of a seven-year-old-girl shot by Charles Bussell after an alleged theft. Bussell was charged with manslaughter, and argued that he thought the gun was empty. He was let off with a one-shilling fine.



EATING & DRINKING IN BUSSELTON

Rocky Ridge Brewing: Net-zero microbrewery set in an old house, popular for its core range and new releases. 11am-9pm Thu-Sat, to 8pm Sun-Wed

The Goose: This waterfront bistro serves up hearty breakfasts, shared plates and woodfired dishes. 7am-9pm

Burger Bones: Divey joint listed in WA’s top 100 restaurants for its grass-fed beef cheeseburgers with vegan and vego options. Hours vary

Fire Station: This former fire station is now the coolest bar in town, with wines, cocktails and beers on tap. 11.30am-10pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

Dunsborough TIME FROM MARGARET RIVER: 40MIN [image: ]

Family beaches & water adventure

The lively beach town of Dunsborough feels as much like a residential area as it does a holiday town: big enough for shopping malls but small enough to retain its coastal charm. It makes a great base for those exploring Margaret River, a 10-minute drive from Yallingup and around 20 minutes to reach its wineries.

Overlooking Geographe Bay, its main beach is popular with young families due to its flat, calm and shallow waters. You’re also within a 5-minute drive from a string of pretty beaches – Meelup, Bunker Bay, etc – accessed via the road to Cape Naturaliste. Yahoo Surfboards rents out boards, wetsuits and SUPs.


From late August to November keep a keen eye out for passing whales that linger in these waters on their journey back to Antarctica; Naturaliste Charters are a reliable operator for tours.

Divers, meanwhile, will want to explore the HMAS Swan Australian Navy ship dating to the 1960s and scuttled in 1997 as a dive wreck. Swan Dive and Cape Dive are the main outfit who run tours and rent out gear.

Despite Dunsborough having a reputation as a family destination, it gets pretty lively once the sun goes down. For live music, Dunsborough Tavern attracts Australian and international touring bands, while just outside town, Clancy’s Fish Bar is always worth checking out to see who’s playing.
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THE FRENCH CONNECTION

You may notice French-sounding place names around WA’s southwest coastline: Vasse, Geographe Bay and Cape Naturaliste, stretching through to Esperance and Cape Le Grand.

While it was the Dutch in 1616 who were the first Europeans to make a recorded landing in Australia (on Shark Bay’s Dirk Hartog Island), the French were actually the first European settlers to claim possession of WA in 1772.

Subsequent expedi-tions included trips sailed on La Géographe and Naturaliste that arrived in 1800, familiar names here in the southwest, of which Thomas Vasse was a crewman lost at sea and remembered in the name of a village, river, inlet and a Margaret River winery.



EATING & DRINKING IN DUNSBOROUGH

Bungalow Neighbourhood Social: Tasteful space channelling Bali with patio seating among banana plants for pizzas and DJs on weekends. Noon-11pm $$

Southcamp: New ‘eat, drink, stay’ complex brings in the punters for its brewhouse, pub food and cafe with giant sandpit for kids. 11.30am-11pm $$

Yarri: Classiest seat in town offering creative modern Australian dishes focusing on regional produce. 4-11pm Mon-Thu, from noon Fri & Sat $$$

Blue Mamma: Delicious Asian seafood mains, including salt and pepper blue manna crab and signature Balinese Betutu Duck. 10am-5pm Tue-Fri, to 1pm Sat $$$



Bunbury

DOLPHINS | BEACHES | INDIGENOUS CULTURE
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Bunbury (Goomburrup) may be Western Australia’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 is much more than a gateway town, and its many attractions will keep you busy for a night or two.

Monkey Mia 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 great bars and restaurants, you’ll also get in some good beach time with a mix of long uninterrupted sands and family-friendly bays.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bunbury Museum & Heritage Centre

2 Dolphin Discovery Centre

SIGHTS

3 Bunbury Regional Art Gallery

4 Wardandi Memorial Park

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

5 Ngalang Wongi Aboriginal Cultural Tours

SLEEPING

6 Mantra Bunbury Lighthouse

7 Wander Inn Backpackers

EATING

8 Backbeach Cafe & Restaurant

9 Market Eating House

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10 Froth

11 Lost Bills

INFORMATION

12 Visitor Centre




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 towns of Denmark and Albany. Most of Bunbury’s main sights are located in the central area and 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.




TOP TIP

Bunbury’s Visitor Centre makes for a helpful first port of call, offering a heap of self-guided tours and a useful website. For attractons beyond Bunbury check out visitbunburygeographe.com.



A Day Out in Bunbury

Dolphin encounters, art & Indigenous culture

Come the warmer months, here at Bunbury’s Koombana Bay you can experience one of WA’s more memorable wildlife encounters, with its inquisitive community of bottlenose dolphins that swim right up to shore in the morning. 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 very good chance to see them here in the morning from 8am between late October and late March.

Equally popular are the swim-with-dolphins and eco cruises for close-up views, though animal welfare experts are cautious about swimming with wild dolphins.

The not-for-profit Dolphin Discovery Centre is a big attraction, a slick marine centre with not-great info on the dolphins and brilliant aquarium displays filled with local marine life, rescued turtles and touch tanks.


Other worthwhile sights to fill an afternoon include Bunbury Regional Art Gallery, showcasing Western Australia’s best art collection outside Perth within a former convent (1897) and Bunbury Museum & Heritage Centre, a fascinating looking in to the city’s past, set within the historical train station.

For pre- and post-colonial history, don’t miss Ngalang Wongi Aboriginal Cultural Tours, led by charismatic Noongar man Troy Bennell. Also leave some time for sacred Wardandi Memorial Park where ancestral remains have been interred in close consultation with traditional owners.


BUNBURY’S ART SCENE
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Dr Michel Bianco, curator and director at Bunbury Regional Art Gallery (instagram.com/bragwa).

The Bunbury Regional Art Gallery complements this allure by showcasing the region’s cultural richness. As a hub for visual arts, the gallery features exhibitions from local and international artists. Visitors can immerse themselves in the creative expressions of the community while enjoying the broader appeal of Bunbury’s natural beauty, creating a holistic experience that blends artistic enrichment with the region’s intrinsic charm.



EATING & DRINKING IN BUNBURY

Market Eating House: Bunbury’s best restaurant, with divine sharing and large plates of woodfired dishes and seafood. 5.30-10pm Tue-Thu, noon-11pm Fri & Sat $$$

Backbeach Cafe & Restaurant: Overlooking the golden sands of its namesake beach, this bistro is perfect for post-swim brekkies or sunset oysters. Hours vary $$

Froth: Great micro-brewery offering the full gamut of beers to go with burgers etc. Noon-11pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat, to 9pm Sun

Lost Bills: This ‘bad-ass tiny bar’ is the place for original cocktails (try the coffee negroni) and craft beer. Thu 6-10pm, 5pm-1am Fri & Sat



Beyond Bunbury
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Take the inland route for southwest’s lesser known winery region among vibrant urban art and mountain-bike trails.


For those seeking the road less travelled, the idyllic valley region surrounding Bunbury offers plenty of rewards with rustic cellar doors, charming country towns and quirky stops in between.

While all the attention goes to Swan Valley and Margaret River, the wine region of Ferguson Valley is one that’s often missed. But in recent years the secret’s out as more and more visitors discover the delights of the region. En route, you’ll take in the forested roads of Wellington National Park, which, as well as being home to newly developed mountain bike trails, has the spectacular mural at Wellington Dam, and street art further afield in Collie.


GETTING AROUND

This region is made for scenic drives, so it’s best to have your own wheels. If you’re here to visit wineries and breweries, there are a number of Bunbury-based operators who run tours, including Good Vibes Southwest Tours.

Both the Munda Biddi Track and Bibbulmun Track pass through the Wellington National Park as part of their overland routes between Albany and Perth, but otherwise there’s plenty of bushwalks and some of WA’s best mountain-bike trails.



Ferguson Valley TIME FROM BUNBURY: 30MIN [image: ]

Vineyards, breweries & stunning views

Making up part of the Geographe Wine Region (www.geographewine.com.au), the Ferguson Valley (fergusonvalley.net.au) 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, St Aidan and Ferguson Falls, while Willow Bridge Estate has a cellar door, for tastings.

Beer lovers are also well catered for with Wild Bull and Bush Shack both brewing their own ales to go with good gastro-pub food.

 

Epic Wellington Dam views

A short drive east winds you through native bushland of Wellington National Park, where quokka road signs remind you that Rottnest Island isn’t the only place these furry critters are found. The main attraction is Wellington Dam with its epic Reflections mural, a sprawling concrete canvas that’s 34m high and 367m wide – truly a sight to behold. Here a walkway leads over this dramatic scene, offering an entirely different perspective. At the car park, Kiosk at the Dam does great food and quality craft beers and wines from the immediate area.

The dam makes up a part of the Collie Mural Trail (www.colliemuraltrail.com), which mainly centres along the pleasant town of Collie, 48km northeast from the dam.

En route, the Collie River Valley (www.collierivervalley.com.au) offers plenty of outdoor attractions including kayaking, swimming and mountain biking.

 

MTB forest thrill rides

Out this way, you’ll find some of WA’s best MTB trails with the likes of Mt Lennard, Wellington National Park, Collie Valley and Arklow all providing thrilling rides through jarrah and she-oak forest. A lot of money has been poured into the area so it’s only going to get better, and its trails cater to all levels; visit www.visitbunburygeographe.com.au for more info.

At Wellington National Park you can rent bikes from Kiosk at the Dam, which also offers maps and trail advice. Collie Crank n Cycles hires out bikes in Collie.
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GNOMESVILLE

One of the joys of travelling through country Australia are those random, quirky sights that you encounter along the way, from Stonehenge and the Big Magic Mushroom to Gnomesville out here just south of Wellington forest.

Set along the side of the road is this ever-growing population of some 5000 garden gnomes, and no one really knows when they got here or why.

It’s a little creepy but people seem to love it, and it even has its own website (www.gnomesville.com.au), as it’s become a genuine tourist attraction for road-trippers exploring the region.





Southern Forests

GIANT TREES | TRUFFLES | OUTDOOR ADVENTURES
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If you thought the southwest was all beaches and wineries, you’re in for a nice, big surprise once you reach its ancient forests. The region offers a stunning change of scenery as you detour inland for a whole new adventure. It’s defined as much by towering karri, jarrah and marri as it is by the 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 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 spritely 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.
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SIGHTS

1 Beedelup Falls

2 Dave Evans Bicentennial Tree

3 D’Entrecasteaux National Park

4 Diamond Tree Lookout

5 Four Aces

6 Gloucester Tree

7 King Jarrah

8 Manjimup

see 8 Manjimup Heritage Park

9 One Tree Bridge & Glenoran Pool

10 Pemberton

see 8 Power Up Electricity Museum

see 8 State Timber Museum

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

11 Big Brook Dam

see 10 Donnelly River Cruises

see 10 Pemberton Mountain Bike Park

see 10 Pemberton Pedals and Paddles

see 10 Pemberton Pool

see 10 Pemberton Tramway

SLEEPING

12 Big Brook Arboretum

13 Fonty’s Chalets & Caravan Park

see 10 Karri Forest Motel

EATING

see 8 Cilantro’s

see 10 Forest Fresh Marron

see 10 Georgy Scott’s

see 8 Hound & Hunter

see 10 Secret Picnic Adventures

14 Southern Forests Chocolate Company

see 8 Southern Roasting Co.

see 8 Tall Timbers

see 10 Treehouse Tapas & Wine

see 10 Wild at Heart Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15 Ampersand Estate

16 Hidden River Estate

see 10 Jaspers

see 8 Manjimup Hotel

17 Mountford Wines & Tangletoe Cidery

18 Silkwood Estate

INFORMATION

see 9 Visitor Centre




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. With that said, this area is made for walkers and cyclists, with both Bibbulmun and Munda Biddi trails immersing you in the area’s karri forests. Mountain bikers will also be in for a treat with plenty of trails leading through bushland around Pemberton.




TOP TIP

Balingup, Bridgetown, Manjimup and Pemberton all have helpful visitor centres with useful websites. Other useful online resources include Southern Forests and Valley (southernforestsandvalleys.com) and Southern Forests Food (southernforestsfood.com).



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). Just under an hour’s drive from both Busselton and Margaret River, it lies at the crossroads linking the forest to the coast, and has turned its eye to tourism since the closure of its timber mill in 2023.

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 (p157; 1899) – everything a country pub should be. The Nannup Clock Tower sadly no longer has a clock (long story...) but remains an attraction for its fantastic gift shop, art gallery and cafe.

And if you think things are pretty relaxed in town, wait until March when the Nannup Music Festival packs out the town for a fantastic weekend of folk music.


FOREST BATHING 101

One unique way to enjoy WA’s pristine southwest forests is through the Japanese practice of shinrin-yoku, aka ‘forest bathing’.

Developed in the 1980s as a therapeutic practice for Tokyo’s overworked salary-men, this meditative technique is designed to soothe stressed minds by enabling you to immerse yourself fully in nature.

So, as you walk these trails, take the time to slow things right down.

Stop to breathe in as you plunge yourself in the symphony of nature: listen to birds, insects and the rustle of leaves; inhale deeply as you focus on eucalyptus scents; and feel the smoothness of the giant tree trunks as you take your mind away from any stresses while ‘bathing’ in this luxuriant wilderness before you.



EATING & DRINKING IN BRIDGETOWN

Cidery: For many the main reason to visit Bridgetown, this quality stop does natural ciders and craft beers by Blackwood Valley Brewing Company. 11am-4pm Mon-Thu

FATS: Standing for Food, Art, Toys, Santa, FATS does a roaring trade in bagels and coffee. Shares space with a toy store and Christmas shop. 9am-4pm Wed-Sun $

Barking Cow: Along Bridgetown’s scenic streetscape, this popular cafe does coffees, brekky rolls and Angus beef burgers. 8am-2pm $

Bridgetown Hotel: Superb 1920s pub open for lunch and dinner, with 16 beers on tap including their own brews. 11.30am-2.30pm & 5.30-8pm $$


Riding Nannup’s Forest Trails

Mountain bike rides and trails

Mountain-bike riding is the new boom of southwest WA tourism, and here you’ll find trails popping up all over its forests. Most towns claim theirs to be the best, but Nannup has a good stake with WA’s largest, the 35km Nannup Tank 7 Mountain Bike Park – and more set to open. Three Tanks can sort you out with bike rental (including electric mountain bikes) and trail maps, and is an easy 2.5km pedal from the trailhead. The park is not only the largest but steepest too, making this a rollicking single-track ride through pine plantations, where its eponymous fire tanks are located. For maps and info visit nannup.wa.gov.au/.

There are plenty of other, more casual rides here too. You can get a taster of 1067km-long Munda Biddi along its Nannup leg, or take the Timberline Trail to ride out to Barrabup Swimming Pool, one of the best of the southern forest’s sublime natural swimming holes.


THYACLINE

You may go home empty-handed from any Nannup tiger sightings, sorry to say, but in the meantime you can check out the fossilised remains of the 4000-year-old thylacine at Perth’s WA Museum Boola Bardip.



Stretching the Legs in Balingup

Fruit, flora and festivals

The picturesque town of Balingup (population 565) is a vibrant little community with a new-agey vibe that sits among fruit orchards and farmland. Less than an hour’s drive south of Bunbury, this is for many the first stop when visiting the southern forests.

The Packing Shed on the main road is an interesting little hub of cafes and cultural sights set within an old fruit- packing shed. Here Balingup Fruit Winery produces port-style wines made from the region’s fruits, enjoyed alongside local cheeses, while Mr Foster’s cafe is popular for breakfast and lunch. At its rear, the heritage museum covers the town’s colonial history.

Other stops include the Old Cheese Factory, now a sprawling bric-a-brac store filled with an eclectic range of Australiana; Golden Valley Tree Park (www.goldenvalleytreepark.org.au), WA’s biggest arboretum that in autumn is ablaze with reds and yellows; and Racecourse Flora Reserve, which after hosting its last race in 1987 is now a nature reserve and springtime hotspot for WA’s wildflowers.	

In August the town hosts one of WA’s more unique festivals, the Balingup Medieval Carnivale (balingupmedievalcarnivale.com.au) a ye-olde-time celebration with battles, feasts and performances culminating in the ‘Burning of the Dragon’.


NANNUP TIGER

Aussies love to spin a good yarn and Nannup is no exception, with talk of the local legend, the Nannup tiger, never far away.

Better known as the thylacine, or ‘Tasmanian’ tiger, it’s a species that’s been extinct on mainland Australia for 2000 years (the last specimen recorded at Hobart zoo in 1936), but that doesn’t stop many thinking this notoriously elusive creature is still around, with enough credible sightings to have locals convinced.

In addition to thylacine sculptures around town – which you can visit on a scavenger hunt (stripesintheforest.com.au) – you’ll find books on the subject at the clocktower or you can drink a cold Nannup Tiger at the pub.

For more, visit thylacineawarenessgroupofaustralia.com.au/the-nannup-tiger.htm.




Learning about the Local Industries in Greenbushes

Mining, forestry and museums

Historical Greenbushes (population 365) is a town that’s ridden the ups and downs of the mining industry between its heyday as a timber mill town and its subsequent closure.

It’s probably not one for environmentalists, but Greenbushes Discovery Centre (greenbushes.net.au/) offers an interactive look into its mining and logging industry as it charts the town’s history from when it was established as a mining town two years after tin was discovered here in 1886.

Today, Greenbushes has Australia’s largest lithium deposits, visible from the viewing platform. This astonishingly sized crater is not exactly an awe-inspiring attraction but rather an interesting insight into the realities of the industry.
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PEMBERTON FOOD & WINE FOREST TREATS

While Margaret River hogs the limelight as one of Australia’s most famous epicurean destinations, the lower-key Pemberton area quietly goes about its business of offering similar-quality culinary and wine experiences.

As well as truffles, marron is the regional speciality here in Pemberton. There’s only a month-long window when you can catch this local freshwater crayfish (January to February), but Forest Fresh Marron (Map here) has a year-round supply to cook up on the barbie.

Pemberton and Manjimup also make up the Southern Forests wine region (southernforestswine.com); it’s well worth seeking out for its cool-climate chardonnay and pinot noirs, which are best enjoyed at award-winning wineries such as the Hidden River and Silkwood estates (Map here).



Blues, Beer & Jigsaws

A visit to Bridgetown

The grandest town in the region is historical Bridgetown (population 3168), which is characterised by its pretty streetcape of 19th-century heritage buildings that sprung 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 its 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, a jigsaw puzzle museum. More interesting than it sounds, it has a fascinating range of items, including giant wall-size puzzles, interactive features and unique 3-D varieties, all housed within the visitor centre.

Other stops include the Perrier Sculpture Park (www.perrier.com.au) with wonderful works by acclaimed artist Kim Perrier, and the old lockup at Bridgetown Police Station Museum (1880), used right up until 1973; it’s a museum that touches upon the treatment of Indigenous people during colonisation.

Culture & Culinary Delights of Manjimup

Truffles, museums and beer

Blue-collar Manjimup (population 9093) is the big smoke of the region, and while this sprawling town isn’t necessarily the prettiest, there are a few reasons to stop by – truffles being the big one.

With its abundance of farming produce, Manjimup is one of WA’s food bowls for gourmet produce, and Tall Timbers is there to capitalise on the good stuff. It’s a destination in its own right, and not only for its wonderful array of craft beers (including a black truffle IPA) and modern menu using local ingredients. They also offer tastings of truffle produce and regional wines. The Manjimup Hotel across the road is their brewpub if you want to keep things more local.

For truffles straight from the source, Hound & Hunter is the place to go. Set up as a collective by local truffle growers, this cafe does superb truffle-infused cuisine, from croque-monsieur and pies to truffle gelato. In winter they can arrange truffle hunts on a farm.

Also don’t miss Southern Roasting Co., a contemporary cafe that does one of the best coffees outside Perth, while Cilantro’s is a local favourite for delicious Indian.

For non-food attractions, Manjimup Heritage Park (www.manjimupheritagepark.com.au) is a mix of museums, tourist information centre and parkland attractions. Geared mainly towards families is its interactive Power Up Electricity Museum and contemporary State Timber Museum, both worth a visit. If you’re not wanting to pay admission fees, its playgrounds and historical area of period buildings are free. For many the real highlight here is the 17m-tall replica fire lookout tower, which has a massive slide you can use to zip back down to earth again.


THE ALTERNATIVE SOUTHWEST

In Balingup they do things a big different. Queensland has the Big Pineapple, NSW the Big Prawn, but here they have the Big Magic Mushroom.

It’s not a roadside attraction (it’s hidden away in a paddock near the Old Cheese Factory), but stands as a reminder to the town’s alternative free spirit, with the entire region known for psychedelic mushrooms that grow among its pine forests during winter – which visitors should be aware are illegal and risky.

The southwest also has a history of alternative commu-nities with several well-publicised sects. The Universal Brotherhood cult movement was based outside Balingup in the late 1970s. It was explored in the fascinating ABC documentary The Brotherhood, which reunited members decades later.



EATING & DRINKING IN PEMBERTON

Jaspers: This intimate whisky bar does a menu of regional produce from garlic-and-butter marron to truffle-infused dishes. 5-9.30pm Tue-Sat $$$

Georgy Scott’s: Popular spot showcasing everything local, seasonal, smoked and wood-fired; offers barbecue marron, Pemberton trout and more. 5.30-10pm Thu-Sat $$

Wild at Heart Cafe: Go-to cafe for creative, con-temporary breakfasts and lunches from house-made crumpets to Angus beef sausage rolls. 8am-3pm Mon-Sat, to 2pm Sun $$

Treehouse Tapas & Wine: Offers Pemberton wines matched with tapas incorporating seasonal produce and fusion flavours. 5-10pm Thu & Fri, from 4pm Sat & Sun $$


Forest Bathing Around Manjimup

Karri and jarrah country

For many the real reason to visit Manjimup is for the wonderful natural attractions in the surrounding region.

Just northeast of town is the 600m-return bush walk to see the 500-year-old, 47m-tall King Jarrah. It’s also a good spot for wildflowers in spring. En route you’ll pass Queejup’s Birth Tree, a section of the tree beneath which legendary Noongar stockman Queejup was born. It was later cut down for roadworks along Balbaraup Road and transported here. It’s a compromise, but it doesn’t feel entirely right, nor does the fact that he 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, including info on trackers.

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 a as fire-watch lookout dating from the 1930s. Until recently, brave tourists could climb to its top via the pegged metal spikes, but it has been ‘retired’ to stand as a historical landmark.

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 located just beneath the main bridge that replaced it and sits alongside a suspension bridge used by riders and walkers on the Munda Biddi Trail and Bibbulmun Track. If the sun’s out, bring along your bathers for a dip in Glenoran Pool, one of the Southern Forests’ many popular water holes for wild swimming. Also nearby are Four Aces, a row of four giant karri trees that rise 75m and are up to 400 years old.


SOUTHWEST’S TOP 5 FESTIVALS

Nannup Music Festival: Held over the Labour Day weekend, this wildly popular event features a predominantly local and supremely talented lineup.

Blues at Bridgetown Festival: Come November this sleepy town is transformed into one of the southwest’s most happening destinations showcasing blues and roots music.

Truffle Kerfuffle: Bucket-list festival for foodies celebrating Manjimup’s wintertime black Perigord truffle.

CinéfestOZ: Held across venues in the southwest, this respected film festival of nearly 20 years promotes local and Indigenous filmmakers.

Busselton Jetty Swim: This 3.6km open-water swim in February attracts 4000 competitors battling it out across the waters of Geographe Bay.




THE DAM AT DENMARK

Western Australia’s south coast is another big French black truffle producer and the Dam near Denmark Dam is a good spot to sample their range of products.




Climbing, Paddling & Cycling Pemberton

Outdoor adventure around Pemberton

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 a historic fire-viewing platform; daring visitors can climb to its top via the pegged spikes that wind them up to its viewpoint. Not for the faint hearted! At the time of research, it was closed for maintenance, while construction of a treetop course was also in progress.

For those wanting to tackle the world-class Pemberton Mountain Bike Park, with 43 trails that zip you through karri forest, Pemberton Pedals and Paddles hires out mountain bikes from the general store. Here you can also rent paddleboards for the area’s swimming holes, and stock up on camping gear and fishing equipment, including nets for catching marron in season (January to February; fishing licence required).

A more leisurely way to explore the forests is the iconic Pemberton Tramway, a scenic journey that follows the historic 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 in Europe, Australia is in fact the world’s fourth biggest producer of black truffles.

While Tasmania can can lay claim as Australia’s first truffle farm, today WA is the main grower with 92% of truffles coming out of the southwest – from Margaret River to Denmark. But here in Manjimup you’ll find the biggest producers of black Perigord truffles in the southern hemisphere, including Australian Truffle Traders, Truffle Hill and Millgrove Truffles, which come winter all offer truffle hunts led by truffle-sniffin’ pooches.

In June the town has the Truffle Kerfuffle festival (trufflekerfuffle.com.au), and out of season Hound & Hunter and Tall Timbers have shops selling truffle products.



EATING & DRINKING AROUND PEMBERTON

Ampersand Estate: Attractive cellar door offering gourmet hampers and tastings for its wines, superb artisanal gins and vodkas. 11am-5pm

Southern Forests Chocolate Company: A popular stop on the Karri Forest Explorer, this scenic chocolatier hand-crafts artisanal varieties using local produce. 9am-4pm

Secret Picnic Adventures: Get in touch with this company for a unique, fun and delicious day out involving regional produce and scavenger-style hunt.

Mountford Wines & Tangletoe Cidery: Another one for the Karri Forest Explorer drive is this certified organic winery with local-truffle-infused liqueurs. 10am-4pm

Breathing in Forest Air Around Pemberton

Take the scenic route through nature

Here marks the halfway point for both Bibbulmun Track and Munda Biddi Trail, but there are plenty of other scenic routes in the area that Pemberton Visitor Centre can provide maps for. Most popular is the Karri Forest Explorer tourist drive that winds you 86km through the heart of this ancient growth.

In Warren National Park you’ll find the granddaddy of all ‘climbing trees’, the Dave Evans Bicentennial Tree, which at 68m tall is again one to seriously test the nerves. It was closed at time of research, and given its age, uncertainty remains if it will reopen. Either way it remains a sight to behold.

Taking forest bathing to a literal level, Big Brook Dam is another popular spot for wild swimming within its freshwater natural pool in the middle of the state forest. Further afield are the magical Beedelup Falls, with a loop trail that immerses you among its serene setting.

For something really memorable, Donnelly River Cruises navigates you through the forest via the waters of Donnelly River as you pass through D’Entrecasteaux National Park to emerge at the spectacular cliffs of the Southern Ocean.
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WILDLIFE OF THE SOUTHWEST

Though it’s the south-west’s stunning flora that makes up a big part of the region’s status as a world biodiversity hotspot, don’t forget its other wildlife that inhabits the area beyond the orchids and giant trees.

Of the marsupials, Western grey kanga-roo, and brush-tail and ringtail possum 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 also 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 the legless lizard, south-western snake-necked turtle, shingleback and southern heath monitor. Stay well away from tiger snakes.






Places We Love to Stay

$ Cheap       $$ Moderate       $$$ Pricey

Margaret River & Around

2 Riverview Tourist Park $ A short walk from town is this riverside holiday park offering a mix of caravan sites, budget cabins and two-bedroom units.

Surfpoint $ Walking distance to Gnarabup Beach is this attractive, more affordable option with pool and array of room options.

Prevelly Caravan Park $ Established in 1953 is this family-run caravan park with camping, cabins and licensed cafe, all a short walk to Prevelly beach.

Burnside Organic Farm $$$ Eco-friendly luxury bungalows in superb rural setting on organic farm with vineyards and agritourism activities, among other delightful experiences.

Forest Rise $$$ Pamper yourself at this eco-certified 240-acre estate offering nature, wellness and exclusive luxury.

Acacia Chalets $$$ Immerse yourself in nature at this pristine getaway with self-contained chalets among rural surrounds.

Augusta & Around

Hamelin Bay Holiday Park $ The place to head for your old-school laid-back beach holiday at one of the region’s best beaches.

Baywatch Manor $ Dependable budget motel with a central location along Augusta’s main strip.

Yallingup

Tasman Holiday Park Yallingup Beach $ Camping and cabins right near the beach.

Injidup Spa Retreat $$$ For beachfront luxury splash out at this behemoth of a resort featuring suites with private plunge pools and heated concrete floors.

Wildwood Valley Cottages $$$ Luxury bush retreat well-placed for wineries and coastal attractions, with a popular cooking school.

Dunsborough

Dunsborough Beachouse YHA $ One of the few backpackers open for non-workers is this friendly, welcoming hostel right on the beach.

Southcamp $$$ Making up part of a brewpub and cafe complex are these contemporary cabins decked out with modern touches like turntables and vinyl.

Busselton

Big 4 Breeze Holiday Park $ Good all-rounder for campers, budget travellers and families.

Aqua $$$ The beachfront infinity pool sets the tone for this five-star luxury stay set on a property of peppermint woodlands and landscaped gardens.

Bunbury

7 Wander Inn Backpackers $ Often booked out with workers but worth a shot if you reserve well ahead for budget rooms and dorms at this colourful, rambling backpacker.

6 Mantra Bunbury Lighthouse $$ Modern beachfront hotel where nicer rooms open up to the ocean; has a pool, gym and restaurant to ensure a comfortable stay.

Southern Forests

Nannup Hotel $ Nannup’s historic pub offers a mix of pub and motel rooms to suit less fussy budget travellers.

b Big Brook Arboretum $ Bush campsite within the forest 10km northwest of Pemberton that’s well placed for walks and swimming.

c Fonty’s Chalets & Caravan Park $ A short drive south of Manjimup is this popular caravan park that come summer is the place to be with its natural swimming pool.

see 9 Karri Forest Motel $$ Wonderful option in leafy backstreets of Pemberton where old-school motel rooms open to a garden property with pool, bike rental and fantastic Japanese restaurant.

Bridgetown Hotel $$ A big upgrade on your average pub accommodation are these spacious, modern rooms with balconies within a grand 1920s Federation-style hotel.






South Coast & the Golden Outback
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COASTAL BEAUTY, HISTORY & PRISTINE WILDERNESS

Long distances on the road reward with some of Australia’s finest beaches and biodiversity hotspots.
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Just as you thought Western Australia’s beaches couldn’t get any nicer, you stumble upon its stunning south coast. Shifting focus from the Indian Ocean, its more remote southern counterpart reveals a more rugged wilderness, where among its snow-white sands and translucent waters lie some truly magnificent national parks.

This is a region made for road tripping. Stretch-ing some 600km from Walpole to beyond Esp-erance, it’s a beguiling journey along a route that zigzags through its southern forests and spec-tacular sea cliffs as you pass coastal towns, mind-blowing beaches and biosphere reserves, all with stops for wineries and wildflower-filled national parks in between.

Upon reaching the famed white sands of Cape Le Grand National Park, you’ll realise it’s the end of the road and you’re a long way from anywhere. So rather than retracing your steps, consider embarking on a whole new adventure by looping back via the ‘Golden Outback’ route. It’s a detour that offers more than a glimpse of outback WA with all the romance of a sunburned country as you hit the wide, open road.

Along the way is the turnoff for the Nullarbor Plain – the granddaddy of all road trips connect-ing WA with the eastern states.

Heading back west, you’ll pass through the goldfields region, including the iconic Aussie outback town of Kalgoorlie, before leading on through the Wheatbelt Region and detouring for the magnificent Katter Kich (Wave Rock).
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The Main Areas

VALLEY OF THE GIANTS

Treetop walks, seaside towns, superb beaches.

ALBANY

History and coastal attractions.

FITZGERALD BIOSPHERE COAST

Wilderness, whales and wildflowers.

ESPERANCE & AROUND

Blinding white sands and kangaroos.

KALGOORLIE-BOULDER

Thriving historical goldfields town.




Find Your Way

If short on time, Albany and Esperance have direct flights from Perth. Most main towns can be reached by public bus, but you’ll need to find other means of getting around its surrounding sights.
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Plan Your Time

What seems like a vast swathe of area is in reality only a mere blip of WA, but this trip will give you a good sense of long-distance roadtrip adventure with a variety of landscapes.
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Best Hits in a Week

Start by exploring the Valley of the Giants, heavenly Greens Pool and the wines around Denmark. Experience Albany’s beauty, making time for a hike in Porongurup National Park. Take the long drive to Esperance for Cape Le Grand’s beaches, returning via Fitzgerald Biosphere Reserve before concluding your journey in Perth via Mt Barker and Kodja Place.




If You Have More Time

Having a few more days (or weeks) allows for a deeper discovery of Albany and surrounds, including the sublime Stirling Range National Park. In summer, aim for whale watching in Bremer Bay, coastal drives around Esperance and coastal camping. Head to Kalgoorlie for gold-mining history before looping back west through the Wheatbelt, detouring at Katter Kich en route.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Whales and wildflower ‘shows’ at biodiversity hotspots of Fitzgerald River and Stirling Range national parks, combined with fewer crowds, make this an ideal time to visit.

SUMMER

Best time for beach weather and orcas at Bremer Bay. Not as packed as the southwest coast, but you’ll still need to book accomodation well ahead.

AUTUMN

Glorious weather and fewer people make this a lovely time for hikes and hitting the beach; also the tail end of the orca season.

WINTER

Rug up to enjoy the romance of Albany’s maritime atmosphere, and head to Fitzgerald River National Park for birthing southern right whales; note the road isn’t always accessible.



Valley of the Giants

TREETOP WALK | BEACHES | WINERIES
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An essential stop along the south’s western end of the route is this superb region of natural attractions that includes sublime forest and stunning beaches, as well as wineries and outdoor adventure.

But it’s the treetop walk at Valley of Giants that’s the main attraction; a fully immersive experience that’ll lift you high among the canopy of old-growth forest of tingle trees. Nearby are further trails in the national parks and a coastline mixing sheltered beaches and endless stretches of surf and bone-white sands.

Here are the traditional lands of the Minang and Bibbulmun people of the Noongar-speaking group. Today it’s an area bookended by the holiday seaside towns of Denmark and Walpole, both popular bases for exploring the region. Denmark is the larger, more happening of the two, and though a little further away from the Valley of the Giants, with its nearby beaches and wineries, it’s where most travellers opt to stay.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Valley of the Giants

2 William Bay National Park

SIGHTS

3 Conspicuous Cliffs

4 Denmark

see 2 Greens Pool

5 Mazzoletti Beach

see 6 Petrichor Gallery

6 Walpole

7 Walpole-Nornalup National Park

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

see 4 Mokare Heritage Trail

see 6 WOW Wilderness Ecocruises

SLEEPING

see 4 Blue Wren Travellers’ Rest YHA

8 Coalmine Beach

9 Denmark Waters B&B

see 6 Tingle All Over

EATING

see 4 Denmark Hotel

see 6 Philippine Magic Café

see 4 Ravens Coffee

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 4 Bar Tarifa

10 Boston Brewery

11 Dam at Raintree

12 Denmark Heritage Cider Co

see 4 Denmark Tavern

13 Lake House Denmark

14 Rockcliffe Winery

see 6 Walpole Hotel

SHOPPING

see 4 Butter Factory Studios & Gallery

see 6 Walpole Makers Collective

INFORMATION

see 4 Denmark Visitor Centre

see 6 Walpole Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

There are buses to Walpole and Denmark, but, without your own wheels, getting to the beaches, wineries and Valley of the Giants is tricky.

The Valley of the Giants is 20km east of Walpole and 49km west of Denmark, and a further 6km inland off the Surf Coast Hwy. Both the Bibbulmun Track and Munda Biddi pass through the area – in what is one of the most scenic legs of the entire journey – so if you’re OK legging it or pedalling over a day to explore the area, then that’s an option. Try Blue Wren Travellers’ for bike hire.




TOP TIP

Both Denmark (denmark.com.au) and Walpole (walpole.com.au) have useful visitor centres, along with excellent websites for trails and attractions.



Take Forest Bathing to New Heights

Valley of the Giants’ canopy walk

There isn’t a more memorable way to experience the ancient forests of the south than having the privilege of viewing it from the treetops. At the Valley of the Giants you’ll have that opportunity, with its superb 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.

Don’t for a second think this is some tacky tree adventure park; it’s a sensitively built area that not only blends into the local environment, but also protects the trees themselves by propping them up.

The Valley of Giants is divided into two sections: the ticketed treetop walk and the Ancient Empire Walk, a ground level nature trail (free admission). These highlights complement one another and allow you to enjoy the forest from different perspectives.

The treetop walk runs for 600m through the canopy along a sturdy metal suspension bridge interconnected to viewpoints, where you can stop and be mindful to breathe in its fresh air while taking in the layered sounds of the forest.

On the ground level, the Ancient Empire Walk leads you among the tingle forest to visit its famous trees, including Grandma Tingle and King Tingle, among informative signage about the natural environment you find yourself in. Here, quokkas live among the sword grass, though being nocturnal – unlike on Rottnest Island where their habits have changed because of tourists – you’d be very lucky to spot them.

Another popular option is taking a drive through the karri and tingle forest of nearby Walpole-Nornalup National Park. As well as its scenic Hilltop Lookout, you’ll find the Giant Tingle Tree, visited via a 1km loop walk, where you can marvel at this 75m-tall behemoth with a girth of 27m.
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GIANT TREES OF THE SOUTHWEST

The southwest is home to some of the world’s tallest trees, all endemic to the region. From 2024, WA became the first state to ban logging in native forests, protecting the ecosystem and providing a living link to precolonial Australia.

Karri: WA’s tallest and, for many, most beloved tree grows to nearly 90m.

Tingle: Living 400-plus years, these giants grow up to 75m tall with girths spanning 25m.

Jarrah: Iconic stringybark grows to 50m; it’s the principal hardwood logged by the timber industry.

Marri: The largest non-eucalyptus in Australia grows over 40m tall.

Yarri: Also known as the blackbutt, this giant grows to 45m.






Dawdling Through Denmark

Riverside walks and fine food

The pleasant seaside town of Denmark (population 6130) is a popular stop where you can spend a day enjoying great epicurean choices, coastal walks and attractions including the women’s art collective at the Butter Factory Studios & Gallery.

It’s here too where the Denmark River’s 60km journey comes to an end as it empties into the Southern Ocean, which you’ll see along the 3.2km Mokare Heritage Trail, named after a Noongar guide who played an important role in fostering relationships with European settlers, and it takes in significant cultural Indigenous sites along the way.

Butter Factory Studios, meanwhile, has some wonderful pieces from a collective of female artists, set inside a historical butter factory (c 1905).

Settling in to Walpole’s Relaxed Vibe

Relaxed forest gateway town

Sprawled along the South Coast Hwy, and wedged between forest and ocean, is the relaxed, rural town of Walpole (population 429). A popular base for exploring the Valley of the Giants is WOW Wilderness EcoCruises, a 2½-hour cruise through the Nornalup Inlet.

In town there’s also Petrichor Gallery and the Walpole Makers Collective, while for food you have the local pub and Philippine Magic Café, an unexpected find that does Filipino and Aussie cuisine.


WINES, BEERS & CIDER

Dam at Raintree: As well as quality wines, truffles and marrons to enjoy at its restaurant, Raintree produces gins, beers and even perfumes using hemp grown on-site.

Lake House: Scenic winery set among bushland overlooking a pretty lake where you can enjoy award-winning chardonnay and delicious food.

Rockcliffe Winery: One of several of Denmark’s 5-star James Halliday wineries where you can indulge in a day of tasting and fine food.

Boston Brewery: Superb craft ales brewed onsite to enjoy outdoors among the vines.

Denmark Heritage Cider Co: Natural ciders made in authentic French and English styles fermented with wild yeasts.



Finding Your Favourite Patch of Sand

Coastal wonders, 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.


SOUTH COAST BEACHES

This whole coast is effectively one long beach, but for many the white sands around Albany and Esperance are hard to beat.



EATING & DRINKING IN DENMARK

Denmark Hotel: New owners, including ex-NBA star Luc Longley and his celebrity-chef wife, make this one to look out for. 11.30am-9pm $$

Ravens Coffee: Contem-porary cafe, roasting beans on-site for coffees alongside creative food. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, to 3pm Sat & Sun $

Bar Tarifa: Boisterous Spanish-owned wine bar featuring atmospheric front bar and rooftop deck for a menu of tapas and vino. 5-10pm Tue-Sun

Denmark Tavern: Local favourite watering hole; unpretentious pub with a great beer garden, craft beers and classic pub food. noon-11pm



Albany

ANZAC HISTORY | HERITAGE SITE | WHALING PAST
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Welcome to Albany (Kinjarling), WA’s oldest town; a port city settled by the British in 1826 as a military outpost to thwart the perceived threat of French claims to the region. Well before any squabbling Europeans set eyes on this land, it was known as Kinjarling, a name still in use by the Indigenous Menang Noongar people, and recently the City of Albany, too, officially reclaimed it, along with the dual naming 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 urban culture of street art trails and surf museums to go with city beaches and superb coastal attractions.

It’s also the southern terminus for both the Bibbulmun Track and Munda Biddi, two of Australia’s great long-distance overland trails leading to Perth.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museum of the Great Southern

SIGHTS

2 Kurrah Mia

3 Museum of Surfing

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

see 4 Albany Ocean Adventures

4 Albany Whale Tours

5 Bibbulmun Track

see 4 King George Sound Safari

6 Southcoast Diving Supplies

SLEEPING

7 1849 Backpackers

EATING

8 Albany Boatshed Markets

9 Albany Farmers Market

10 Majuba

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Due South

12 Liberté

13 White Star




GETTING AROUND

Daily flights from Perth make this the gateway town to the Great Southern region. City sights can be reached on foot; for further exploration, rent a car or take a taxi or local buses (pta.wa.gov.au/our-services/transregional for schedules).

Albany Bicycle Hire can arrange rentals for the Munda Biddi Trail, while local bike trail maps are available from the Albany Visitor Centre and City of Albany’s website. As the starting point for the Bibbulmun Track, you can also tackle the first leg of this iconic hike or walk trails around town and surrounding coastal reserves.




TOP TIP

Albany Visitor Centre offers downloadable themed itineraries, including a ‘Public Art Trail’ and interactive ‘Landmarks & Laneways’. Its Southern Flexi Pass offers good discounts. For beaches, visit www.beachesofkinjarling.com.au; for local produce don’t miss the Albany Farmers Market on Saturday, and Albany Boatshed Markets on Sundays.



The Stirring Legacy of the ANZACs

Albany’s world-class National Anzac Centre

It was right here in 1914 that Australia’s first deployment of soldiers embarked on their perilous journey to the battlefields of WWI. Taken in from from the historical Princess Royal Fortress, this dramatic viewpoint makes for a poignant sight and a place for reflection as you ponder the bravery of the young men and women who sailed off into the unknown, many never to return.

Making up part of the 250-hectare Albany Heritage Park, at its forefront lies one of Australia’s best museums, the National Anzac Centre. Opening in 2014 to commemorate the centenary of the first convoys to leave to Gallipoli (via Egypt), this state-of-the-art museum offers a novel approach, where upon arrival visitors are assigned with a personalised account from one of 32 real-life soldiers and nurses – including from a German and Turkish perspective. Through these interactive installations you’ll follow their stories, at the end of which you will learn your character’s fate.


Leave time to explore the coastal defences of the Princess Royal Fortress precinct with its gun fortifications, underground magazine barracks and convoy lookout over King George Sound.


BEST WAYS TO GET ON THE WATER

Albany Whale Tours & Albany Ocean Adventures: Both operators run winter trips to see humpbacks and southern right whales.

King George Sound Safari: Year-round two-hour cruises around Princess Royal Harbour and King George Sound.

Kalgan Queen: Four-hour cruises along the Kalgan River in a glass-bottomed boat, with an explanation of the history and wildlife of the area.

Southcoast Diving Supplies: Lessons, equipment and tours to explore HMAS Perth II.

Albany Getaway Camping: Rents canoes and kayaks to explore Albany’s surrounds.



Learning about Albany’s Fascinating History

Heritage site and natural history

The Western Australian Museum is known for its exceptional attractions, and Albany’s sprawling cultural complex is no exception. Among this precinct of historical buildings, the highlight is the Museum of the Great Southern, one of the best museums outside Perth, with its beautifully curated and comprehensive account of Albany’s fascinating history. It offers great coverage of Indigenous Minang Noongar culture exploring their connection to the land in past and current contexts. It also takes in Albany’s rich natural landscapes, botanical biodiversity and marine life, while chronicling its wartime history and evolution as a port city.

Outside sits a replica of the Amity, the British brig that arrived from Sydney in 1826 to establish the first European settlement in Western Australia. You can clamber aboard for free or purchase a ticket to head below deck for audio-guided tours.

Taking in Albany’s Coastal Surrounds

Whaling history and coastal attractions

If you thought whaling in Australia was some long-gone industry confined to the 19th century, you’d be mistaken. It was only in 1978 that Cheynes Beach Whaling Company shut up shop; today its premises 22km outside Albany serves as the Historic Whaling Station Museum. Remarkably, ex-whalers themselves are on hand to field questions as you wander the grounds taking in the original whaling vessel, processing stations and scrimshaw whalebone art. It might make you feel uneasy, particularly standing beneath the skeleton of the last sperm whale harpooned in Albany, but thankfully it’s a chapter consigned to Australia’s past – today these waters are all about whale watching, not hunting. Entrance fees include a wildlife park and native wildflower garden featuring species from southwest WA.

Nearby 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 (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.


ALBANY SURF & SKATE HERITAGE

Like many coastal towns around Australia, surfing and skating make up a big part of Albany’s youth subculture; this is the scene that gave birth to legendary Australian female surfer Jodie Cooper.

Dating to 1976, the Albany Snake Run skate park is a 140m run that emulates surfing a concrete wave, and today has earned heritage listing as one of the world’s oldest skate parks.

Just outside Denmark on the road to Albany is the Surf Gallery Museum set up by veteran wave rider and board shaper Wayne Winchester, who’s accumulated a priceless collection of vintage boards from a who’s who of Australian surfing.

In town, the small Museum of Surfing focuses purely on Albany’s local surf scene.



Being Privileged to Learn About Minang Culture

Taking in local Indigenous culture

Albany’s progressive decision to implement dual naming is an important step in recognising Minang Noongar people, who’ve resided in Kinjarling for many tens of thousands of years. The Museum of the Great Southern makes for essential viewing for Minang Noongar culture, while outside the visitor centre has interesting Minang cultural displays and a statue of Mokare, a well-respected Minang man, and one of the few First Nations statues you’ll see in Australia.

Kurrah Mia is a Noongar-run organisation that runs a gallery and a range of cultural tours by Minang guides who offer insights into the traditions and landscapes of the area.	

Situated 15km northeast of town are the fish traps at Kaatboonup. Used for 7000 years up until colonisation, this weir was created using rocks to trap fish and is best viewed at low tide from a boardwalk that runs along the rocky beach.	


Enjoying Albany’s City Beaches

Middleton Beach and Emu Point

Albany’s Middleton Beach offers an attractive 4km swoop of white sand with a Surf Life Saving Club to ensure safety for swimmers. At its south end, the waterfront Three Anchors bistro is plonked right on the beach, making it a scenic spot for food, while across the road, Hybla Tavern is a lively coastal pub.

At its northern end is Emu Point, which has a great beach scene going on and a popular cafe.

[image: map]

Middleton Beach | eden nguyen/shutterstock ©


BIBBULMUN TRACK

Leading you on an unforgettable adventure through southwest WA’s karri forests, granite outcrops and spectacular coastline, the Bibbulmun Track is one of the world’s great long-distance walking trails.

This ain’t no walk in the park, however, as it spans an epic 1000km from Albany to Kalamunda in the Perth Hills. With that said, many tackle the trail in parts as individual legs, so it’s a walk that can be as long or short as you like.

Its website has all the info you need for each of its nine sections, along with camping, tour operators and accommodation options.

Spring is by far the best time with wildflowers and whales, while autumn also delivers pleasant weather. Summer is less popular due to heat and bushfires, and likewise winter because of heavy rains and muddy trails.



Fun Nights Out in Albany

Albany wining and dining

Making up part of the Great Southern Wine Region, Albany has some stellar wineries within a 15-minute drive, including cellar doors at Oranje Tractor and Wignalls Wines.

Wilson Brewing Company impresses with its craft beers while Limeburners produces single malts and artisanal gins and has a Giniversity where you can make your own batch.

In town, the historical White Star Hotel is the town’s classiest affair with great food, drinks and live music, while Due South is the place for sunset drink and meal accompanied by water views.

Also don’t leave town without checking out the Albany Shantymen (www.albanyshantymen.com), a local troupe of salty dogs singing seafaring songs.

EATING IN ALBANY: OUR PICKS

Liberté: Wonderful central option doing French-Vietnamese shared dishes paired with a local drinks list. 12.30-3.30pm & 5.30-8.30pm Tue-Sat $$

Ocean & Paddock: It ain’t a proper seaside holiday without fish and chips. These guys do some of WA’s very best. 11am-8pm Tue-Sun $

Majuba: Exquisite modern European draws on regional produce and seafood for winning bouillabaisse, lamb shanks and wild mushroom arancini. 5-10pm Tue, noon-2pm & 5-10pm Wed-Sat $$$

Emu Point Cafe: Sustainable beachside institution at Emu Point sought out for contemporary breakfasts, lunches and Albany’s best coffee. 7am-4pm Tue-Sat, to 2pm Sun $



Beyond Albany


[image: map]

Head inland for some of WA’s most stunning nature walks at Stirling Range and Porongurup national parks, with wonderful wineries en route.


Albany’s South Coast Hwy is very much the demarcation point that divides the region into its superb coastal attractions and no-less-stunning inland marvels. Within an hour’s drive you’ll be hiking among its magnificent national parks or sipping wines along the Great Southern region, and with a bit of extra effort, you can also reach Kojonup to experience Noongar culture.

Stirling Range National Park is a truly special destination for bushwalkers. Particularly in spring when its spectacular mountainous scenery range is ablaze with wildflowers and with treks lasting from a few hours to a few days, it’s a destination suited to all. Porongurup National Park is equally popular, and here its Granite Skywalk trail culminates with life-affirming views.


GETTING AROUND

Mt Barker and Kojonup are both accessible by public transport via the Albany Hwy; both very much worthy of a stop if coming from Perth. But to visit the national parks of Stirling Range and Porongurup you’ll need your own vehicle. Once you’re here, however, it’s all about hikes.



Stirling Range National Park TIME FROM ALBANY: 55MIN [image: ]

Peak trails, wildflowers and timeless views

A true paradise for outdoor lovers is this 1156-sq-km national park that beckons bushwalkers with its vast network of peak trails that leads you up to astonishing ancient vistas. Located 80km north of Albany, this is one of WA’s premier hiking destinations, sought out for its mix of scenery, challenging walks and rich biodiversity – with over 1500 species of flora. From late August to November you’ll be treated to its stunning array of native blooms, attracting orchid hunters far and wide. It’s also the only place in WA that gets snowfall, though only rarely.

Its signature trail is Bluff Knoll (1095m; 6km return; three to four hours), the park’s highest mountain that 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) meanwhile will entice more serious, well-prepared hikers.	

Porongurup National Park TIME FROM ALBANY: 40MIN [image: ]

Skywalk, views and wineries

Only 40km north of Albany, the Porongurup National Park is a 24-sq-km tract of wilderness that’s within easy reach of the city, making it a popular destination for day trippers here for walks and wineries.

Most 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 it its glass panelled walkway that loops around Castle Rock that takes in far-reaching views over the coast and Stirling Range.

Surrounding the national park are the wineries of Poron-gurup (www.greatsouthernwine.org.au/porongurup), a region known for it riesling, pinot noir and chardonnay – highlights include Ironwood Estate, Duke’s Vineyard and Castle Rock Estate.

Foodies won’t want to miss out on Maleeya’s Thai Café, offering some WA’s most authentic curries; though it’s only opens for a short window on weekends.


HIKING IN STIRLING RANGE NATIONAL PARK
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Mark Pybus (thelifeofpy.com), author of Best Walks of South West WA and founder of travel blog The Life of Py on what he loves about Stirling Range National Park.

Along with some great day hikes, the Stirling Range is rich in biodiversity, with over 1500 plant species, many that are only found here. My gaze is always switching between the wildflowers and orchids found lining the trails, and the sweeping vistas of distant mountains.

My favourite hike, to Toolbrunup Peak, is a challenging walk that takes you from the forested foothills through a boulder field and up a narrow scramble to the summit, where the epic 360-degree views of the park never fail to impress me.



Mt Barker TIME FROM ALBANY: 40MIN [image: ]

Scenic national park gateway

Located 50km north of Albany, lovely Mt Barker (www.mountbarkerwa.com.au; population 2855) is a scenic town immersed in the national parks and pastoral surrounds of vineyards.

It’s a great stop for those en route to Porongurup and Stirling Range national parks, and in town you’ll find its convict-built police station and gaol (1868), St Werburgh’s Chapel (1872) and Mt Barker lookout (404m) with its 193m-tall TV tower – one of the tallest freestanding towers in the southern hemisphere.

 

Thriving wine region

Mt Barker’s wine region (greatsouthernwine.org.au/mount-barker) produces 37% of WA wineries’ grapes, and you’ll find a dozen or so cellar doors to sample cool-climate varietals, of which its riesling, chardonnay and pinot noir are standouts. 

Plantagenet Wines was the original winery of the Great Southern region and still going strong. Here, you can pair wines with local produce platters in the atmospheric mud-brick cellar door.


Other stops for tastings are picturesque West Cape Howe Wines and small batch Poacher’s Ridge, both well known for producing five-star James Halliday wines.

Kojonup TIME FROM ALBANY: 1¾HR [image: ]

Showcasing Indigenous and local culture

An hour’s drive further north from Mt Barker along the Albany Hwy leads you to the rural town of Kojonup (population 1901), where Kodja Place allows visitors to connect with the local Indigenous culture of the Keneang people. Set up in conjunction with Kojonup Aboriginal Corporation, this community-driven interpretive centre offers fascinating insights into its traditional Noongar owners, all while interweaving a shared history of European settler culture that’s intended to create a more inclusive approach. Guided tours led by Noongar elders can be arranged and the visitor centre sells local Indigenous artworks.

The other component of the site is its rose garden walkway that tells the three stories of three women from three different cultures – Noongar, British and Italian – through the eyes of Yoondi, Elizabeth and Maria.

It’s bit of a journey here from Albany (155km), but being on the route to Perth, it makes a good stopover to break up the trip.
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View from Mt Barker | CHRISTINA FINK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MUNDA BIDDI

What the Bibbulmun Track is for walkers, the Munda Biddi (mundabiddi.org.au) is for two wheels – an epic 1000km journey that takes you from Albany through southwest WA’s coast and forests all the way to Perth.

Translating from the Noongar language as ‘path through the forest’, it’s an entirely off-road cycling route and one that many choose to ride parts of as individual stages, rather than completing the entire journey.

Its website is a wealth of info for all your questions and details of hut accommodation along the way.

Like the Bib track, spring is by far the most popular time in terms of weather, wildflowers and whales, while winter and summer are generally best avoided, but still doable.





Fitzgerald Biosphere Coast

WHALES | BEACHES | WALKS


[image: map]

It’s a long drive between the South Coast’s major towns of Albany and Esperance, so fortunately the area of Fitzgerald National Park is positioned perfectly to slot in halfway. However, as WA’s only biosphere reserve, it’s much more than a convenient stopover; it’s 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. It 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 is 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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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Fitzgerald River National Park

SIGHTS

2 Bremer Bay

see 5 Eremia Camel Farm

3 Hopetoun

see 5 Interpretative Cultural Centre

4 Point Ann

5 Ravensthorpe

SLEEPING

see 2 Bremer Bay Beaches Resort & Tourist Park

6 Four Mile Campground

see 3 Hopetoun Beachside Caravan Park

7 Quaalup Homestead

EATING

see 3 Simon’s Market Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 3 Port Hotel

INFORMATION

see 2 Bremer Bay Visitor Centre




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. 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.




TOP TIP

Even outside the school summer holidays – which book out 12 months in advance – if you’re here to see orcas you’ll need to book accommodation in Bremer Bay well ahead of time. If you come to see whales in winter from Point Ann, call ahead to check the roads are passable.



Whale Watching in Bremer Bay

Orcas and southern rights

When it comes to whale watching, normally it’s in winter that 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). You’ll find one of the largest congregations of this iconic species in the southern hemisphere.

It’s the only place in Australia where you can regularly spot orcas offshore. Arriving here between December and April, you can travel out to see them on a boat tour, with recommended operators including Naturaliste Charters and Bremer Canyon Killer Whale Expeditions. They say you’ll have a 96% chance of seeing them. Though the orcas steal the limelight, come winter, Point Ann is another one of Australia’s whale hotspots, serving as a nursery for southern right whales from May to August when they come to calve.


Immersing Yourself in Untamed Beauty

Fitzgerald River’s coastal wilderness

Set over 3300 sq km of pristine, protected wilderness, the 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) and 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 powdered beaches and coastal drives and lookouts.


The park is divided into two sections, so check what you want to visit before entering. For downloadable maps and brochures visit WA’s Parks and Wildlife website.

On the eastern side, the fully sealed southern section of Hamersley Drive runs through the park to some of its nicest beaches (Four Miles, Barrens, Mylies and West) and Cave Point lookout. Its northern unsealed section leads through to the true untouched wilderness, but call ahead to enquire about conditions. The western side of the park is home to Point Ann (for winter whale watching) and some wonderful hikes.


SILO ART

A featured stop along the silo art trail (publicsilotrail.com) is Ravensthorpe’s giant 25m geometric art piece that decorates a grain silo with a six-panelled work depicting six stages of banksia development.

Painted by street artist Amok Island, it also incorporates pollinators of the honey possum and the New Holland honeyeater.

It’s one of six commissioned murals that make up the 1578km open-air gallery along a route through the Wheatbelt region of Northam and Merredin before swinging south through to Golden Outback areas of Katanning, Pingrup and Newdegate, later linking up with South Coast Hwy of Ravensthorpe and Albany.



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 (fitzgeraldcoast.com.au), 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, the world’s longest fence that travels north to south: from Eighty Mile Beach on the Indian Ocean, north of Port Hedland, reaches its endpoint here at the Southern Ocean.


Passing Through Ravensthorpe

Gateway outback town

Ravensthorpe (population 2085) is a gateway town to Hopetoun, Fitzgerald River National Park and Ravenshorpe Ranges, a part of the biosphere reserve for wildflowers. Known for its silo art, this mining town makes a useful stopover for fuel and provisions. It also boasts a more tenuous claim to fame: the world’s tallest lollypop (7.4m).

There’s a new interpretative centre covering the Indigenous Wudjari Noongar people that doesn’t shy away from exploring hard truths of the past. Nearby the Kukenarup Memorial is one of the few places in Australia that acknowledges a massacre site, recounting the story of 40 Noongar men, women and children killed by settlers following a retaliatory spearing, with no charges ever laid. It marks an important starting point in reconciliation through the truth-telling process by discussing previously untold events.	

On the road to Hopetoun, the Eremia Camel Farm is another interesting stop that covers the legacy of ‘Afghan’ cameleers in 19th-century Australian history. The farm also sells everything from camel milk and cheese to soap; for every item sold, $1 goes to helping girls’ education in India and Syria. Visits by appointment only.
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West Beach, Fitzgerald River National Park | leanne irwin/shutterstock ©


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, with the orca sitting 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.





Esperance & Around

BEACHES | KANGAROOS | COASTAL ATTRACTIONS
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When people talk of rewards for ‘going the extra mile,’ they might as well be describing the coastal wonders around Esperance. Here, the vibrancy of its beaches is unparalleled – a dazzling coastline where brilliant, snow-white sands meet electric blue waters.

Most famous is its stunning string of beaches that make up Cape Le Grand National Park. At its forefront lies Lucky Bay, voted the world’s best in 2023, made even more memorable by the kangaroos that are often spotted here hopping along its luxurious white sands. Its other beaches are also magnificent and all make wonderful spots to camp under star-filled nights.

Before you reach Cape Le Grand, Esperance (population 13,883) is the main town out this way, a port centre with a laid-back community where for many life revolves around fishing and surfing. Among worthwhile cultural attractions, the town itself also has some great surf beaches and coastal attractions.
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GETTING AROUND

Esperance is serviced by direct flights from Perth, arriving at its airport 18km north of town from where you can arrange car rental. There’s also a bus here from Perth, Albany and Kalgoorlie.To explore the area you’ll definitely need a car, particularly to reach Cape Le Grand National Park 49km east of Esperance. At Cape Le Grand National Park, 4WDs are allowed to drive on its sands; great if you’re a motorist but not so if you’re a beachgoer. Once here, walkers can tackle the Le Grand Coastal Trail.




TOP TIP

Esperance’s visitor centre (visitesperance.com) has plenty of useful information including coastal drives, eco tours and scenic flights. They can also assist with booking accommodation.



The 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 2023 World’s Best Beaches. 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.

For those in the know, Lucky Bay didn’t need to win any award for them to realise it’s one of the very best beaches. Its bleached sands so white and waters so intensely blue, it all looks suspiciously photoshopped. It makes up part of Cape Le Grand National Park, where you’ll find similarly stunning beaches such as the secluded cove 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.


SPACE INVADERS

On 12 July 1979, sleepy Esperance was thrust into the international spotlight as the location where NASA’s Skylab made its fiery crash landing.

For months the world watched on with bated breath as it careered 340mph out of control to Earth, so fortunately no one was hurt as debris rained down upon Shire of Esperance, which, tongue in cheek, issued NASA with a $400 littering fine.

Meanwhile the San Francisco Examiner ran a competition for $10,000 to the first person to bring a bit of Skylab to its office; the winner was 17-year-old Stan Thornton who’d previously never travelled further than Kalgoorlie. He’d found some in his backyard. For more info drop by the Esperance Museum.



EATING & DRINKING IN ESPERANCE

Lucky Bay Brewery: Award-winning craft beers brewed on-site in its cavernous space 10km northeast of town. Enticing lawn on which to enjoy pizzas and live music. 11.30am-8pm

Cloud Eleven: Run by a friendly Japanese owner who makes great coffee and soba dishes among other contemporary and classic cafe fare. 7.30am-2pm Mon-Sat $

FishFace: Enjoy fish and chips by the waterfront or dine in on locally caught seafood, shellfish and regional wines. 4.30-8.30pm Thu-Tue $

Taylor St Quarters: In a prime waterfront location alongside Taylor St Jetty, this popular cafe does fish tacos, burgers and local craft beers. 10am-10pm Wed-Sun $$



ESPERANCE’S GREAT OCEAN DRIVE
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Start in Esperance with visits to the Indigenous-run 1 Mudjar Aboriginal Gallery and 2 Cannery Arts Centre, both wonderful art collectives to pick up local works. Make your way to the 3 James St Precinct with its helpful visitor centre, history museum, cafe and shops within heritage buildings including the old courthouse.

Continue along the Esplanade, passing the whale tail sculpture and seals roundabout, and make stops along the Esperance Cultural Trail to reach 4 Taylor St Jetty where you’ll see the bustling 5 Port of Esperance – which has exported grain and minerals since the 1950s, these days mainly to China.

For 360-degree coastal views head to the 6 Rotary Lookout (Taananeditj), a significant site for the Wudjari traditional owners.

From here you’re on your way, as you start the Great Ocean Drive proper, taking in the dramatic white sands of 7 West Beach, 8 Chapmans Point, 9 Blue Haven and the sheltered Salmon Beach. 10 Fourth Beach is one of Esperance’s best surf beaches, while 11 Twilight Beach has a Surf Life Saving Club patrolling on weekends. From here the road opens up to stunning coastal views, and arriving at 12 Observatory Point you’ll gaze out at these waters where, back in 1792, the French sailboat Espérance, which of course the town was named after, took shelter from a storm. The Wudjari name Kepa Kurl (Water Boomerang), however, is a much more evocative name that references the shape of the bay.

Next along, 13 Nine Mile Beach has a lagoon and limestone formations, but 14 Ten Mile Lagoon is even better – one of WA’s best for swimming. After 15 Eleven Mile Beach, the road loops inland to 16 Pink Lake (which lost its bubblegum-pink hue since commercial salt mining finished up in 2007) from where the road leads you back into town.





Kalgoorlie-Boulder

HERITAGE STREETSCAPES | 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, this thriving goldfields town (population 29,306), WA’s fifth largest, remains as vital today as when they first struck gold here back in the 1890s.

Located 391km 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 Ceduna 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 its grandiose historical hotels and fascinating museums intertwined among cosmopolitan dining in what’s very much a rough mining town, it makes for a fascinating destination.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museum of the Goldfields

SIGHTS

2 Questa Casa

3 School of Mines Mineral Museum

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

4 Kalgoorlie Tours & Charters

EATING

5 Balcony Bar & Restaurant

6 DeBernales

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7 Beaten Track Brewery

INFORMATION

8 Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

As it is a major mining town, Kalgoorlie is well connected by flights from Perth. Otherwise it’s a 597km (six-hour) drive across from the capital, 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. Local buses and taxis are also an option.




TOP TIP

Packing golf balls may be the most random tip you get this trip. But since you’ll be passing through the Nullarbor Links, the world’s longest golf course spanning a whopping 1365km, it makes sense. There’s a hole in each of the 18 participating towns, including the 16th at Kambalda Golf Club, where clubs, but not balls, are provided.



Striking it Rich in Kalgoorlie

Mining museums and gold panning

If it weren’t for the modern cars and clothing, you’d think very 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, the historical Hannans North Tourist Mine was one of Kalgoorlie’s first registered mines and today it offers insights into all the hardships of life on the mines. Here 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 Two Up. For more rocks, Curtin University’s School of Mines Mineral Museum has displays of over 3000 minerals along with replicas of WA’s biggest nuggets.

If you want to strike rich and give prospecting a go you’ll need to first pick up a Miner’s Right permit from any Mining Registrar’s Office; visit dmp.wa.gov.au for more information.


COME IN SPINNER

No discussion of outback culture can take place without mention of Two Up, one of Australia’s most iconic pastimes of the olden days. It was especially popular on the goldfields, and in Kalgoorlie. Two Up involves the tossing of two coins and was legal right up until the 1950s. Today it’s a game rarely played beyond Anzac Day, but here you’ll find the only legal Two Up den in Australia.

Known as the Two Up School, each Sunday at 2pm you can head by the original corrugated iron shed run by a third-generation family. It’s a $50 minimum bet, so they don’t muck around here.



Taking in the Town’s Tales & History

Walking and guided tours

A big part of Kalgoorlie’s appeal lies in the whole folklore of its colourful past and there are many tales to take in from the ups and downs of life here on the goldfields. The visitor centre offers a range of themed walking trails, including its audio walking tours that lead you through its landmarks, with all the riches and hard-luck stories along the way. The free Heart of Gold Australia app is another that offers plenty of stories.

For more sordid insights into life on the mines you can take a tour of Questa Casa, the last of gold-rush-era brothels that once lined Hay St. Still operational, visitors must be over 18 to hear of the brothel’s secrets on a tour through the premises led by the proprietress.


Be Wowed by Boulder’s Super Pit

Heritage streetscapes and gold mines

Smaller than Kalgoorlie but no less grand is the adjoining township of Boulder, which also features a streetscape of ornate heritage-listed gold rush architecture. The info centre can assist with audio walking tours to guide you through its town hall (1909) that’s hosted anyone from Dame Nellie Melba to AC/DC, as you hit the heritage precinct of Burt St, a golden mile of heritage hotels, theatres and shopfronts sporting original signage.

The most famous site around here is the Super Pit, Australia’s biggest open-cut mine and second largest gold mine, surpassed only in 2016 by WA’s Newmont Boddington gold mine. Here you can view its colossal operation from a lookout where they’re still digging away deeper into what’s already an enormous oblong crater 3.5km long, 1.5km wide and over 600m deep. Mine blasts occur approximately three to four times a week, with scheduled times listed on the mine’s website. For more in-depth info there are free tours every third Sunday of the month, or otherwise get in touch with Kalgoorlie Tours or Goldfields Air Services, which offers scenic flights over the site.
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TOURS IN KALGOORLIE-BOULDER

Visitor Centre: In addition to audio tours, both visitor centres can organise guided tours covering anything from street art to tram.

Goldrush Tours: Journey 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 ants.

Kalgoorlie Tours & Charters: Insightful tours to the Super Pit as well as the town taking in Kalgoorlie’s rich history.

Bush Ghoodhu Wongutha Tours: Fantastic Indigenous tours where you can learn about Wongutha culture.



EATING & DRINKING IN KALGOORLIE-BOULDER: OUR PICKS

Beaten Track Brewery: Popular brewhouse in central Kalgoorlie packs in crowds nightly for craft beers, burgers and pizzas. 4-9pm Wed-Fri, noon-8pm Sat, noon-6pm Sun $$

South African Gourmet: Zimbabwean-run deli sells tasty homemade billtong along with bunny chow, curries and more in Boulder. 10am-5.30pm Tue-Sun $

DeBernales: All-day diner along the historic main drag opens early for break-fast and offers Mediterran-ean and Middle Eastern–inspired mains and cocktails. 6am-10pm $$

Balcony Bar: One of Kalgoorlie’s oldest hotels, the upstairs of the Palace Hotel (1898) has a family-friendly bistro offering classic counter meals. 4-10pm $$



Beyond Kalgoorlie-Boulder
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Where WA’s goldfields meet its Wheatbelt region is characterised by vast rural scenery, history and outback charm.


The inland route linking Kalgoorlie to Perth and its South Coast offers a fascinating journey through this lower section of the ‘golden outback’ region. Running parallel to the main highway lies a pipeline that carries water through these vast landscapes, passing through Wheatbelt towns of Northam and Merredin on the way to the goldfield towns to finish at Kalgoorlie. The main highlight of this region, however, is undoubtedly Katter Kich (Wave Rock), the striking wave-shaped rock that, though a bit of a detour, is a trip few regret.


GETTING AROUND

Unless you’re getting the bus across from Perth, this is definitely one region you’ll need a car to explore. Though buses reach Hyden, the gateway town for Wave Rock, Katter Kich is a further 5km journey from there.



Katter Kich TIME FROM KALGOORLIE: 4HR [image: ]

Exploring WA’s famous Wave Rock

One of WA’s most spectacular natural wonders is the colossal wave-shaped rock known as Katter Kich (Wave Rock). Streaked with colours created by run-off from local mineral springs, it stands at an impressive 15m in height and 110m long; it’s a crested granite wave that ominously appears ready to crash upon visitors saved only by the fact it’s frozen in time. The acoustic effects are impressive, with sounds travelling its length.

You pay the entrance fee at the caravan park, which will give you access to the walking trails around the site. It includes a visit to the fantastic Hippo’s Yawn, 1km east of Wave Rock, which is a granite cave eroded from the base of a big orange boulder. It does indeed resemble the wide, 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; it’s very popular among the Instagram set. The nearby artificial salt pool has a greater buoyancy than the Dead Sea and with its bathing huts with daybeds to hang out on, don’t forget your swimmers.


 

Rock art in Mulka’s Cave

Another big attraction 18km north of Katter Kich is Mulka’s Cave. This is an immensely important cultural site for Nyaki-Nyaki people and one of WA’s most significant rock art sites. It contains some 452 recorded stencils and handprints, some produced as recently as 400 years ago. Here trails lead you further to granite domes known as the Humps, which rise evocatively 80m from the plains.

Noongar guide Michael Ward runs the highly recommended Katter Kich Tours, which offers fascinating insights to the area and its meaning to Indigenous culture. He also has his art gallery in Hyden.

Located 5km southwest from Katter Kich, Hyden (population 384) is the area’s main town, and has supermarkets, bakeries, petrol stations, pub and accommodation.
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GOLDEN PIPELINE HERITAGE TRAIL

Stretching 650km through WA’s Wheatbelt and goldfields region, this heritage-listed drive (goldenpipeline.com.au) follows the path of the historical water pipeline from Perth to Kalgoorlie.

Completed in 1903, the Goldfields Water Supply Scheme was considered an engineering marvel with its success in supplying fresh drinking water to the arid eastern goldfield towns.

Starting from the reservoir at Mundaring Weir, a 45-minute drive east of Perth, the pipeline runs alongside the road for the entire journey through expansive, ever-changing vistas as you make your way through the golden outback and character-filled country towns. Stops include Northam, Cunderdin, Kellerberrin, Merredin, Southern Cross and Coolgardie before you get to Kalgoorlie, and each features interpretive centres that tell the story.





Places We Love to Stay

$ Cheap       $$ Moderate       $$$ Pricey

Valley of the Giants

see 6 Tingle All Over $ Relaxed budget stay with mix of singles and doubles in motel-style setup run by helpful owner with good knowledge of the area.

8 Coalmine Beach $ Idyllic waterfront caravan park with campsites and cabins to suit those here for beach time in between exploring the forests.

see 4 Blue Wren Travellers’ Rest $ Excellent YHA hostel offering dorms and private rooms, along with bike hire and excellent local info.

9 Denmark Waters B&B $$ Intimate B&B run by delightful Maria who’s great for local info and offers in a quiet stay overlooking the water just south of town.

Albany & Around

7 1849 Backpackers $ One of WA’s best backpackers is this social, well-run hostel in a central location featuring a massive kitchen for self-caterers.

Dolphin Lodge Albany $$ Right near Middleton Beach is this sprawling motel-style accommodation that offers excellent-value self-contained suites and apartments.

The Lily $$ Memorable digs 12km north of Stirling Range with cottages grouped around a windmill and self-contained accommodation within a converted 1944 Dakota DC3 aircraft.

Nomads Guest House $$ It’s not everyday you can stay in a Mongolian yurt but here’s your chance, just south of Mt Barker.

Maitraya $$$ Famous for once hosting Lady Gaga, this luxury escape has a spectacular clifftop location overlooking the Southern Ocean.

Beach House at Bayside $$$ In a prime location near Middleton Beach, this boutique 10-room hotel charms guests with complimentary afternoon tea, evening port and brownies.

Fitzgerald Biosphere Coast

see 2 Bremer Bay Beaches $ Popular choice for those here for the orcas, with full range of cabins and sites, plus pool, pizzeria and proximity to the beach.

see 3 Hopetoun Beachside Caravan Park $ Great location with direct beach and town access. You’ll find a mix of relaxed camp sites and cabins from where you can enjoy these surroundings.

7 Quaalup Homestead $ Get away from it all at this solar-run, German-owned bush camp inside a historical homestead within Fitzgerald River National Park. Camping, cabins and chalets.

6 Four Mile Campground $ One of Fitzgerald’s most accessible sites, this bush camp is set by the powdery sands of Four Mile Beach. Has kitchen, barbecues and hot-water showers.

Esperance & Around

Esperance Bay Holiday Park $ Family-friendly caravan park offering camping and cabins that are a short walk from Esperance’s town and waterfront.

Woody Island Eco-Stays $ Take the tour to this stunning island for its eco-camp retreat where you can pitch your tent or stay in one of theirs.

Lucky Bay Campground $ Camp mere metres from one of the world’s best beaches where you can enjoy it from sunrise to sunset, along with kangaroos.

Kalgoorlie & Around

Wave Rock Caravan Park $ If you’re here to get the most out of Katta Kich and its surrounding sights, this caravan park is HQ for all its attractions.

Palace Hotel $$ Staying in a historic pub seems like the quintessential Kalgoorlie experience and this grand 1897 hotel delivers with plenty of local character.

Rydges Kalgoorlie $$$ Away from Kalgoorlie’s main strip is this relaxed and reliable choice in a residential area that feels like an oasis with its pool and bush setting.
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Monkey Mia & the Central West
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PRISTINE WATERS, WILDLIFE AND GORGES

From UNESCO World Heritage–listed Shark Bay and glorious Monkey Mia to the deep gorges of Kalbarri, Western Australia’s central western coast is a special place.
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If you’re on a road trip heading north, this is where WA really starts to feel like a world apart from the southwest of the state.

Up here is where the outback begins to push hard up against the coastline, a vast desert realm that no longer lies just beyond the horizon. Take Kalbarri, for example. This quiet seaside town would be just another charming spot for a beach holiday, were it not for the Murchison River. This once-mighty river snakes from the inland to the coast, goug-ing its deep path through the red rocks of the outback and leaving behind a sublime network of gorges. Walk along the clifftops or down onto the valley floors, marvel at otherworldly rock formations and take in the view from one of Australia’s most daringly designed lookouts, the Kalbarri Skywalk.

North of Kalbarri along the coast, Shark Bay is simply magnificent, with its uninhabited coves, cerulean seas and seemingly endless activities for exploring these beautiful waters. Over at Monkey Mia, there’s birdlife and dolphins in abundance, while 4WD tours into Francois Peron National Park and kayaking with an Indigenous guide along the bay are not to be missed.

And away to the north, there’s a space museum and improbable cacti in Carnarvon, the wild and windswept Quobba Coast and Burringurrah, WA’s answer to Uluru (only bigger).
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The Main Areas

GERALDTON & THE KALBARRI COAST

Coastal towns and red gorges.

SHARK BAY & MONKEY MIA

Wildlife-filled paradise.




Find Your Way

Like everywhere in WA, distances can be significant out here: it’s 476km (a five-hour drive) by road from Geraldton to Carnarvon alone. Take your time and carefully plan your route through the region.
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Plan Your Time

Don’t hurry either Shark Bay or Kalbarri National Park: each deserves as much of your time as you can give them, with two to three days each a minimum.
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If You Visit Just One Place

It just has to be Shark Bay. This glittering, magical place has an elemental feel, with its turquoise waters, abundant marine and birdlife and a wonderful end-of-the-road feel out at the top of a remote peninsula. Spend one of your three to four days here over at Monkey Mia, and consider an Indigenous-led 4WD tour to Francois Peron National Park or to kayak on Shark Bay.




Everything in a Week

Start with two days at Kalbarri National Park, walking the gorges and simply admiring the view. Drive north to Shark Bay where you should spend three days at a minimum. Then drive north again, stopping for a night in Carnarvon, and sleep under the stars at soulful, monumental Burringurrah, formerly known as Mt Augustus, and a day’s drive into the outback.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

From September to November is an excellent time to visit Shark Bay and Kalbarri National Park, with fewer crowds and milder temperatures.

SUMMER

Summer can be fiercely hot, so stay by the water around Shark Bay and Monkey Mia. If in Kalbarri, hike in the early morning.

AUTUMN

Another good time for avoiding crowds, and early autumn shouldn’t be too warm for Kalbarri and Burringurrah; it starts to cool down by May.

WINTER

The perfect time to visit. It’s still warm enough to swim, but wildflowers carpet the south and temperatures are perfect for outback forays to Kalbarri and Burringurrah.



Geraldton & the Kalbarri Coast

HISTORY | 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 the spectacular gorges cutting a deep path through the park are dramatic. Perfect for those looking to hike and almost as good if you just want to drive from one lookout to the next, Kalbarri should not be missed.

Away to the south, Geraldton has considerable waterside charm and is an appealing provincial coastal town with 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 are mile upon mile 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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HIGHLIGHTS

1 HMAS Sydney II Memorial

2 Pink Lake

3 Western Australian Museum – Geraldton

SIGHTS

see 4 Cathedral of St Francis Xavier

see 4 Foreshore

4 Geraldton

5 Hawks Head

6 Kalbarri

7 Kalbarri Skywalk

8 Meanarra Hill

see 7 Nature’s Window

see 4 Old Geraldton Gaol

see 4 Point Moore Lighthouse

9 Ross Graham Lookout

10 The Storytellers – Keepers of the Dreaming

11 Z-Bend Lookout

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

see 6 Big River Ranch

see 6 Kalbarri Abseil

see 6 Kalbarri Wilderness Cruises

see 7 Loop Trail

see 6 Reefwalker Adventure Tours

SLEEPING

see 4 Geraldton Backpackers on the Foreshore

see 4 Mantra Geraldton

see 4 Ocean Centre Hotel

see 4 Weelaway

EATING

see 4 Beached Barrel

12 Burnt Barrel

see 6 Finlay’s Kalbarri

see 6 Wild Ocean

SHOPPING

see 4 Karl Monaghan Photo Gallery

see 4 Yamaji Art




GETTING AROUND

You can fly into Geraldton from Perth with Qantas, but thereafter you’ll need your own vehicle. It’s 156km from Geraldton to Kalbarri, although you’ll travel double that distance 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.




TOP TIP

Although it’s quicker to fly to Geraldton from Perth, car hire may be a lot cheaper (and you’ll have more choice of vehicle) in Perth. Driving here (around 550km along the coastal route) also enables you to visit attractions, such as Pinnacles National Park, along the way.



Geraldton & the Sea

Learn tragic tales of the sea

Head out to the 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. The views haven’t changed in the 400 years since.

Having placed Geraldton in its geographical context, head back into town to the Western Australian Museum – Geraldton. One of the west’s best museums, it 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).

To round out your journey through Geraldton’s seafaring past, climb the hill overlooking the town to the soulful HMAS Sydney II Memorial. It tells the wartime tale of the 1941 sinking of the vessel that killed 645 men after a battle with the German raider Kormoran. Highlights of this multifaceted memorial include the Waiting Woman, the Pool of Remembrance and the dome over the columned Dome of Souls – the dome comprises 645 steel gulls, one for each of the lives lost. Join one of the free guided tours that set out each morning at 10.30am.


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 in the Z-Bend and Loop areas, with wildflower tours in season.

Big River Ranch: Ride through the beautiful Murchison River floodplain at sunset, or take the kids for a pony ride.

Kalbarri Wilderness Cruises: Go looking for wildlife on a 2½-hour cruise along the Murchison River at sunset or around dawn.

Reefwalker Adventure Tours: See migrating humpbacks on 2½-hour whale-watching cruises from June to November.



Indigenous Geraldton

Learn about local 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. If you’re lucky, some of the artists might be in residence. It’s all very low-key. Take your time to browse through the canvases, and hope that one or more of the artists turn up: that’s when your visit will be really worthwhile, as you might even be able to watch them paint. Next, stop by the tourist office and pick up a map for the self-guided Yamaji Drive Trail, which covers 14 Indigenous sites around town.

If you have your own wheels and you’re willing to travel a little further, around 50km north of Geraldton, in the historic town of Northampton, The Storytellers – Keepers of the Dreaming (www.facebook.com/TheStorytellersKeepers) is a special experience. It’s at once an art gallery and an opportunity to spend time with local artists.
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BEST OF GERALDTON

Foreshore: Wonderfully redeve-loped with abundant lawns, kids’ playgrounds and cool cafes.

Old Geraldton Gaol: The gaol’s gloomy cells held prisoners from 1856 to 1985. Hear tales of daring escapes, gruesome executions and minor offences punishable by transportation to Australia.

Karl Monaghan Photo Gallery: Stunning aerial photography of the Houtman Abrolhos Islands, Pink Lake and other local landmarks.

Sunshine Festival: Begun as a tomato festival in the 1950s, this fun October diversion has parades, sand sculptures and parties.

Cathedral of St Francis Xavier Church: Geraldton’s early-20th-century cathedral has twin towers with arched openings, Romanesque columns and boldly striped walls.



Look down into Murchison Gorge

Take in Kalbarri’s best lookouts

There are lots of fabulous lookouts scattered around Kalbarri National Park. Visit them all or pick and choose the ones that appeal. If you decide to visit all of them, you’ll need the best part of a day. Better still, plan to visit the western end of the park late afternoon and the east early the next morning (or vice versa), so as to take advantage of the lovely, warm-hued light that precedes dusk and follows dawn.

It makes sense to not miss Meanarra Hill, signposted off the Kalbarri–Carnarvon road east of Kalbarri, because it offers a different kind of view to all the others. 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. The rough 1.5km-loop Mallee Fowl Trail starts from near the summit; it’s a pleasant walk with fine views and very few other walkers.

Another one not to be missed is arguably WA’s most celebrated lookout, the Kalbarri Skywalk. Completed in 2020, this daringly designed pair of viewpoints hangs out over the gorge. We think there are better views elsewhere, but the lookouts themselves are superb and the views expansive. There’s a cafe on-site, as well as lots of information from the local Nhanda people. 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. It’s a favourite selfie spot, but while you’re waiting for your turn, take in the views down over several bends in the gorge – they’re some of the best in the park.

In the same western section of the park, around 10km away, the Z-Bend Lookout is another special spot; the path from the car park is another 600m (one-way) walk, and the more intimate view of the inner reaches of the gorge makes it worth every step. Near the end, the fab 2.6km-return River Trail takes you steeply down to the river at the base of the cliffs.

Out in the far east of the park, two further lookouts round out a glorious experience. At Hawks Head, the trail leads just 100m down from the car park for more stunning views. Nearby, from a different car park, the Ross Graham Lookout offers two possibilities: a 200m-return walk to a modest rock ledge, or a 500m-return walk down to the river itself. It’s definitely worth taking the latter to walk along the riverbank beneath the ghost gums.


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, who were exiled to a local beach, where they lived out their lives with Indigenous people.

A plaque marks the spot they came ashore, where Wittegarra Creek (which is often dry) empties into the ocean. It’s at Red Bluff, just south of Kalbarri.



Marvel at Pink Lake

Detour to a lake of Barbie pink

Northwest of Geraldton and just beyond the halfway mark along the coast road between Geraldton and Kalbarri, you’ll stumble upon one of WA’s strangest sights. Hutt Lagoon, better known as Pink Lake, is separated from the Indian Ocean by nothing more than a narrow strip of land. And the contrast couldn’t be greater: on one side, deep Indian Ocean blues and, on the other, a lake awash in candy-bright pinks. Seen from above, it resembles an imaginative burst of colour filled in by a child to challenge the monochrome of much of the Australian interior.


No, you’re not sleepwalking or hallucinating, and yes, the saltwater trapped in the lagoon here is indeed pink, due to the presence of the algae Dunaliella salina. The algae is a source of beta carotene, which is harvested here and used in food colouring and makeup.

The lake is visible from George Grey Dr, but best viewed along the road to Port Gregory.
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WILDLIFE OF KALBARRI

Red Kangaroo

The largest kangaroo species is sometimes seen down by the river.

Western Grey Kangaroo

Watch for these medium-sized macropods alongside the roads throughout the park.

Black-Flanked Rock Wallaby

Thought to be locally extinct until a pair were found in 2015, they’re now commonly seen in the rock shadows from the Z-Bend Lookout.

Emu

Keep an eye out for them throughout the park, especially on the scrubby mallee plains leading to the lookouts.

Carnaby’s Black Cockatoo

The most elusive of Australia’s five black cockatoo species is sometimes seen (and often heard screeching) along the Z-Bend Lookout trail.



EATING & DRINKING ALONG 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: Doughnut burgers are offered at 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 north of Geraldton. 11am-4pm Fri-Sun, 6-9pm Fri & Sat $$

Finlay’s Kalbarri: A few blocks back from the beach at Kalbarri, this place has craft beers and a fun terrace to sample them on. Noon-10pm $$

Hike Kalbarri’s Loop Trail

Kalbarri’s best walk

There are lots of brief forays from the car parks of Kalbarri National Park 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 9km class 4 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.



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 WA coast. With only minimal development and long miles 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 less than 1000, and 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. And the drive to get here – a detour off the main coastal highway – is a stunner. 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.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

see 1 Bottle Bay

1 Cape Peron

see 1 Cattle Well

2 Denham

3 Monkey Mia

4 Peron Heritage Precinct

see 1 Skipjack Point Lookout

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

5 Dirk Hartog Island

see 2 Naturetime Tours

see 8 Shark Bay 4WD

see 2 Shark Bay Aviation

see 3 Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures

SLEEPING

see 2 Denham Seaside Tourist Village

6 Dirk Hartog Island Eco Lodge

7 Hamelin Outback Station Stay

see 3 Monkey Mia Dolphin Resort

see 2 On the Deck @ Shark Bay

see 2 Shark Bay Seafront Apartments

EATING

see 3 Boughshed

see 2 Denham Waterfront Hotel

8 Oceans Restaurant

see 2 Old Pearler Restaurant




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 Coach Lines offers a service from Perth to the Overlander Road-house (along the main coastal highway), 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 the slightest inclination to explore Francois Peron NP, make that vehicle a 4WD. It’s just 26km from Denham to Monkey Mia along a sealed road.




TOP TIP

Everyone comes to Monkey Mia to feed the wild Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins, but think carefully about participating. Many conservationists believe that feeding wild animals can make them dependent on humans, with ripple-on effects that can pose a danger to the dolphins.



Kayak on Shark Bay

Get out on the water

The Shark Bay World Heritage Area is the traditional lands 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.

Explore Francois Peron National Park

Hike, swim and 4WD

Some of WA’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. At first glance it looks like a tumultuous rush of waves, but stick around and what’s happening soon becomes clear. Keep an eye out for a mother teaching its baby to fish.

From Cape Peron, the fabulous Wanamalu Trail (3.6km return) follows the clifftop south along the peninsula to Skipjack Point. If you start out just after sunrise, you’ll be rewarded with empty trails and incredible pink ocean views; sunsets are busier but equally memorable. The platform at the Skipjack Point Lookout provides expansive views and, below, water so clear and blue it has to be seen to be believed. Here you might see dugongs, eagle rays, cownose rays, manta rays, stingrays, dolphins and even whales.

You can explore the park in your own vehicle, but a 2WD will only get you to the Peron Heritage Precinct, a scattering of old homestead and sheep-station buildings 7km beyond the entrance. A number of Denham operators run day-long tours, including Indigenous-run Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures or Naturetime Tours.


MONKEY MIA DOLPHINS

The major attraction at Monkey Mia is the hand-feeding of wild Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins. The first feed (mostly done by experts but with a few visitors participating) begins around 7.45am.

Dolphin-feeding is illegal in Australia but Monkey Mia is one of only four places with a special permit to continue the practice. Opponents warn that dolphins can become dependent on human beings and that feeding can reduce hunting skills among hand-fed dolphins. It could also teach them to approach human beings elsewhere, with potentially negative effects.

Defenders of the practice counter that the hand-feeding at Monkey Mia accounts for only 5% to 10% of the dolphins’ daily food needs, and is an important opportunity for scientific research.




Visit Dirk Hartog Island

Return to pre-European Australia

Exploring Dirk Hartog Island offers the chance to experience a lost and beautiful world. You may not see all of the wildlife that has been reintroduced here: many of the species are, after all, nocturnal. But there’s a rare quality of wilderness here that you’ll treasure. A visit to the island is, somewhat appropriately, a challenge: Only 20 high-clearance 4WDs are allowed on the island at any one time, so bookings are necessary. The easiest way is on a tour with Shark Bay 4WD or Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures. Arrangements can also be made through the island’s upmarket lodge, which can arrange transfers. If you’re travelling under your own steam, a prohibitively expensive barge goes to the island from Shelter Bay near Steep Point, around 150km along a 4WD road northwest from Shark Bay Rd.
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RETURN TO 1616

Visiting slim, wind-raked Dirk Hartog Island (Wirruwana), which acts like a barrier protecting the Peron Peninsula and Shark Bay from the wilds of the Indian Ocean, is like stepping back in history.

Western Australia’s largest island, which once attracted Dutch, British and French explorers, is part of an experiment known as the ‘Return to 1616’ project, commemorating the date when Dutch explorer Dirk Hartog first set foot on the island.

The project aims to replant native plants, remove feral pests and predators and return to the island wildlife that has become extinct in the wild elsewhere across the country. These include the boodie (bettong), bandicoot, banded hare-wallaby and rufous hare-wallaby. In the island’s waters you might also see dugongs and loggerhead turtles.



EATING AROUND SHARK BAY: OUR PICKS

Denham Waterfront Hotel: Take up a perch on the elevated outdoor terrace, order a $25 bucket of prawns and watch the sunset. 8am-9pm $$

Old Pearler Restaurant: Built from shell bricks, this atmospheric place (without views) does a fabulous seafood platter; bookings are essential. 5.30-10pm Mon-Sat $$

Oceans Restaurant: Overlooking the ocean at Ocean Park, this place serves 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 $$

Take a Scenic Flight

Get a bird’s eye view of paradise

Scenic flights can be expensive, so it’s not something you’ll want to do everywhere you go. But Shark Bay is up there with the Kimberley as a place where the cost will pale into insignificance once you see the views. That’s because everything out here has an epic scale, but the kilometres fall away when you take a scenic flight. Shark Bay Aviation operates out of Shark Bay Airport, flying out over the Zuytdorp Cliffs and Steep Point; the latter is the westernmost point on the map of Australia. The views are simply extraordinary.



A WORLD HERITAGE DRIVE
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From the Overlander Roadhouse to Monkey Mia, a most spectacular land-scape unfolds, with a world of difference between where you start and where you end up. Begin 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 that are almost identical to organisms that existed 3.5 billion years ago; this is one of few places on Earth where they survive. Sadly, 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 constructed 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 turn-off 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 is 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 turn-off 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 more 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 as Uluru and, for many, just as beautiful, this stirring site has rock art and walking trails; stay overnight for astonishing sunrise and sunset views.


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. Carnarvon is connected to Perth and Broome by semi-regular flights.



Carnarvon TIME FROM SHARK BAY : 3-4HR [image: ]

Carnarvon Space & Technology Museum

Carnarvon may feel like it’s a long way from anywhere but it has what could be Australia’s best space museum, the Carnarvon Space & Technology 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.
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THE HOUTMAN ABROLHOS

Far out to sea, ‘the Abrolhos’ is a lost-world archipelago of 122 islands and coral reefs. Just 60km – yet a world away – from the mainland, this pristine archipelago remains an important refuge for wildlife that includes sea lions, green turtles, carpet pythons, ospreys, western rock lobsters, pink snappers, coral trouts and the Tammar wallabies.

Much of the flora is also rare, endemic and protected, and the warm Leeuwin Current allows tropical species such as Acropora (staghorn) coral to flourish further south than normal.

The islands contain the southernmost coral reefs in the Indian Ocean, cluster-ed into three main groups (Wallabi, Easter and Pelsaert) and spread from north to south across 100km of ocean. To reach the islands you’ll need to take a tour.




 

Gwoonwardu Mia

Gwoonwardu Mia (the 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, and a free gift shop and an artists studio at the entrance where you can sometimes sit and watch the artists paint. It then costs $10/5 for adults/children to see the full exhibit that tells the ancient story of this area and its people – it’s worth every dollar.

 

Carnarvon cultural tours

Wooramulla Eco Cultural Journeys runs 4WD tag-along tours into inland national parks. But they’re best known for their 90-minute tours around Carnarvon, with Indigenous Yinggarda guides, focusing on bush foods and the interaction between First Nations people and the landscapes around Carnarvon. It’s an excellent way to put modern Carnarvon within a historical context.

If it’s not too hot, after your tour wander along the pretty, palm-fringed waterfront area, or walk or cycle the 2.5km-long Carnarvon Heritage Precinct on Babbage Island to the old port.


 

Fruity Carnarvon

Carnarvon is known throughout WA as the state’s fruit basket (and also 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. The road weaves between orchards and fruit trees, but 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. Most places only open from about May to October.

The Quobba Coast TIME FROM SHARK BAY : 4-6HR [image: ]

Quobba blowholes

North of Carnarvon, the road trains and other traffic head north, but 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 shoots it, 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: during 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.


BEST WATER TOURS

Batavia Coast Dive:

Based in Geraldton, this place offers diving courses plus day trips to the Houtman Abrolhos Islands.

Eco Abrolhos: Eco Abrolhos offers live-aboard tours, cruising, diving and snorkelling at the Houtman Abrolhos Islands from March to October.

Kalbarri Outback Action: This fun-loving Kalbarri tour begins on the sand dunes overlooking the ocean, then goes snorkelling out at sea.

Ocean Park Tours:

This fantastic aqua-rium near Denham runs brilliant boat tours and diving excursions to Steep Point and Dirk Hartog Island (Wirruwana).

KiteWest: From October to May, KiteWest offers kite-surfing, surfing and stand-up paddle-boarding (SUP) lessons and yoga. It’s a pretty cool combo, taking care of both adrenaline and spiritual needs.



 

Gnaraloo Bay

It’s possible to stand at some points in Gnaraloo Bay and look down the coast and imagine that nothing has changed in millennia. The bay itself has a perfect arc of beach, as pretty as any along this coast, and you can snorkel, hike and even kitesurf these pristine waters. Gnaraloo Station is a legendary place to stay to really catch the vibe.

 

Surf the Tombstones tube

Southwest of Gnaraloo Station, Tombstones has near-mythic status among surfers who come here from mid-April to October seeking one of the longest, roundest tubes in the world. Tombstones is a heavy, scary, left-hander reef break, and it’s neither for the inexperienced nor the faint-hearted. Even if you don’t surf, it’s fun to watch the experts. Other spots in the area for experienced surfers include Gnaraloo Bay, Midgies, Turtles and Fenceline.

EATING IN CARNARVON: OUR PICKS

Gascoyne Bakery Café: This fine main-street bakery does the usual pies, bread and pastries but also rice-paper rolls and takeaway Vietnamese salads. 7am-3pm Mon-Sat $

Old Post Office Café: Inhabiting the heritage post office building, this busy place has Carnarvon’s best pizzas. 5-9.30pm Tue-Sat $

Mar e Sol Cafe: Out by the port, this cafe serves 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 Thai street food, adding a touch of spice to Carnarvon’s dining scene. Try the crab or red curry. Noon-8pm Mon-Sat $$

Burringurrah TIME FROM SHARK BAY : 8-10HR [image: ]

Explore Mt Augustus

In Wajarri Country, 469km west then northwest of Carnarvon, Burringurrah (Mt Augustus) is, like so much along this coast, an incredibly well-kept secret. It is twice as large (715m high, 8km long) as Uluru and, for many visitors, just as beautiful. And best of all, it’s a little like visiting Uluru before it was discovered by tourists.

After the long drive to get here, via Gascoyne Junction and off-the-beaten-track Kennedy Range National Park, there are lots of ways to experience the rock in all its glory. Begin with the 49km loop drive around the rock for fantastic views – you’ll soon find a favourite. This 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. You’ll need your own vehicle (2WD vehicles are fine, but a 4WD is better).

You’ll need to camp while you’re here and be self-sufficient with supplies and fuel.
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CARNARVON’S LOCAL PRODUCE

Gascoyne Growers Market

Every Saturday morning from May to October local farmers set up their stalls and sell delicious regional produce.

Morel’s Orchard

Stock up on starfruit, citrus, custard apples and black sapote (chocolate pudding fruit). Before leaving try the chocolate-dipped strawberries.

Pickles Point Seafood

Close to the small boat harbour; fill your Esky with fresh local prawns, crabs, mussels, shucked oysters and fish fillets.

Bumbak’s

East of the town centre, fabulous Bumbak’s sells fresh and dried fruit, preserves and outstanding smoothies.

Gascoyne Fruit Trail

Drive through a forest of fruit trees and get a sense of the scale of Carnarvon’s vast crop of fresh produce.





Places We Love to Stay

$ Cheap       $$ Moderate       $$$ Pricey

Dongara

Dongara Breeze Inn $ A good mix of accommo-dation, with Asian-infused style and railway-carriage dorms.

Priory Hotel $ A converted nunnery occupies a late-19th-century building with creaky floors and well-priced rooms.

Geraldton

see 4 Geraldton Backpackers on the Foreshore $ Central and close to the beach, with bright modern dorms and rooms.

see 4 Weelaway $ Four superb rooms make this top B&B ideal. It’s in an 1862 heritage building in a fine location.

see 4 Mantra Geraldton $$ The pick of Geraldton’s upmarket options, combining a great position, modern apartments and a good on-site restaurant.

see 4 Ocean Centre Hotel $$ This big, modern place has contemporary-styled rooms, views and a central location right by the foreshore.

Kalbarri

Kalbarri Red Bluff Tourist Park $ A few kilometres south of town, this wonderfully quiet caravan park is right by the beach.

Gecko Lodge $$ The pick of Kalbarri’s accommodation, this luxury B&B has spa-bath suites with balconies and morning muffins.

Nautilus Retreat Kalbarri B&B $$ Expect a warm welcome here at this B&B with canary-bright colours and lots of greenery.

Pelican Shore Villas $$ Modern and stylish villas surround a curvy pool here, with the best view in Kalbarri and pretty grounds.

Shark Bay

7 Hamelin Outback Station Stay $ Fantastic conservation reserve run by NGO Bush Heritage Australia, with rooms in converted shearers’ quarters and bush camping sites.

see 3 Monkey Mia Dolphin Resort $ Superb beachside place offering camping grounds to high-end rooms, plus two pools, a restaurant, bar, shop and tour-booking office.

see 2 Denham Seaside Tourist Village $ This lovely, shady, seaside caravan park is the best of Denham’s three parks, with campsites and chalets.

see 2 Shark Bay Seafront Apartments $ Large, self-contained, modern units sit right across from the beach here, with a nice outdoor dining area.

see 2 On The Deck @ Shark Bay $$ Luxurious B&B on Denham’s outskirts, visited daily by local wildlife. There’s a heated spa and an outdoor dining area.

6 Dirk Hartog Island Eco Lodge $$$ Has rooms in atmospheric, century-old, limestone shearers’ quarters, a camping ground and glamping tents.

Carnarvon

Coral Coast Tourist Park $ Close to the town centre, this shady caravan park has a pool, good sites and cabins with clean facilities.

Best Western Hospitality Inn $$ The best of Carnarvon’s motels, this friendly place has spacious, spotless rooms arrayed around a pool, and an on-site restaurant.

Carnarvon Central Apartments $$ Large, tidy and modern apartments along the main road into town; quiet but conveniently close to the centre.

Beyond Carnarvon

3-Mile Camp $ Wonderfully sited camping ground on the Quobba Coast with shaded sites, a 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’.

Quobba Station Homestead $ North of the Quobba Blow-holes, this huge, oceanfront place has self-catering accomm-odation, campsites and a shop.

Red Bluff $ A spectacular headland with exposed camp-sites, palm shelters and upmarket eco-safari tents.

Gnaraloo Station $$ At the end of the road, 150km from Carnarvon, with a basic swaggers’ camp and self-contained stone cabins.






Ningaloo Coast & the Pilbara
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OUTBACK GORGES & CORAL REEFS

Ningaloo Reef and Karijini National Park: together these are two of Australia’s premier natural attractions, and it’s easy to combine them in one fabulous trip.
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Sometimes Western Australia is a little like the best of Australia that very few other travellers know about. And that’s exactly the case with Ningaloo and the Pilbara. While everyone rushes to Queensland’s Great Barrier Reef, those in the know head to Ningaloo, with its whale sharks, humpback whales and other astonishing marine life. Running the length of the Ningaloo Coast, too, is one of Australia’s most under-rated national parks, Cape Range, with its gorgeous beaches and surprising landscapes. And while Uluru and Kata Tjuta get all the plaudits as outback icons, Karijini wins accolades for its soulful landscapes of red-earth colours and its epic scale. Nowhere in Australia has better croc-free swimming holes beneath steep red cliffs than the gorges of Karijini.

Beyond these two world-class attractions, the Pilbara is a fascinating place. At first glance, it can seem like the entire region has been taken over by mining companies and their trucks. But look a little closer and you’ll discover outstanding Millstream Chichester National Park, 47,000-year-old rock engravings at Murujuga National Park, sea turtles around Port Hedland and the charming former pearling village of Cossack. Best of all, local First Nations commu-nities such as the Ngarluma and Yindjibarndi have a fine art centre in Roebourne and run tours out of Karratha that will take you through the Pilbara’s remarkable story.
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The Main Areas

NINGALOO REEF

World-class marine environment.

KARIJINI NATIONAL PARK

Red gorges deep in the outback.

PILBARA COAST

Rock art and rock holes.





Find Your Way

As with everywhere in WA, the places we’ve covered here are all separated by long, lonely roads. You could fly into the area and catch a bus between towns, but, out here, the car is king.
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Plan Your Days

Build your visit around Ningaloo and Karijini, and everything else should fall into place around them. Fortunately, the best time of year to visit is pretty much the same for everywhere in these parts.
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If You Do Just One Thing

Not for nothing is Ningaloo Reef a UNESCO World Heritage–Site. This glorious marine ecosystem, backed by a stunning Western Australian shore, is filled with possibility. Swim with whale sharks, cheer for sea-turtle hatchlings as they make their dash for the sea, watch humpbacks swim offshore, or simply dive or snorkel amid a million colourful fish.

In between excursions out to sea, take a drive through the gorges and beaches of Cape Range National Park, an impossibly scenic drive that you might well want to do more than once.




Five Days to Explore

You may wish you had more time, but with five days at your disposal, you can spend two days at Ningaloo Reef, including a half-day drive through Cape Range National Park.

Then, take a fascinating day’s drive from Ningaloo to Karijini National Park, a journey that takes you from the deep blues of the Indian Ocean to the deep-red sandstone gorges of the outback. Spend two days in Karijini, swimming at Hamersley Gorge, hiking the canyons and cliffs around Fortescue Falls and Dales Gorge and relaxing in style at the Karijini Eco Retreat.




Do It All in a Week

Start with Ningaloo Reef and Cape Range National Park, then drive to Karijini National Park and explore and swim in its stunning gorges.

On your way back to the coast, join a tag-along 4WD tour with Ngurrangga Tours through Millstream Chichester National Park.

On your final day back in Karratha, spend the morning taking a tour of the astonishing rock art of Murujuga National Park and the afternoon exploring the former pearling settlement of Cossack, with a detour to Yinjaa-Barni Art in Roebourne en route.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Summer can be fiercely hot, especially in the Pilbara, from the coast to Karijini. Time your visit to Ningaloo to coincide with the presence of whale sharks, humpback whales and more.

MARCH

Whale sharks usually arrive in Ningaloo’s waters mid-month, although they’re sometimes late. Crowds are yet to arrive, but it’s very humid.
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APRIL

This is usually the last month for nesting sea turtles along the northwestern beaches of Ningaloo.
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JULY

The height of the whale-shark season, and with humpbacks also arriving, it’s a great time to visit.
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AUGUST

Whale sharks start leaving mid-August, but humpbacks are often seen offshore and the weather’s perfect.
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OCTOBER

Usually the last month for humpback whales, just as the sea turtles begin coming ashore to lay their eggs. Temperatures really start to boil.
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NOVEMBER

Cyclone season begins and runs until April. Tourist numbers fall as temperatures rise, often into the 40°Cs across the Pilbara.
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DECEMBER

A mini peak season happens around Christmas and New Year’s, but beware of cyclones and very high temperatures.
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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 here 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.

But at Ningaloo, whale sharks are merely the beginning. Humpback whales swim offshore for half of the year, and sea turtles are also here, 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.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Turquoise Bay

2 Vlamingh Head Lighthouse

SIGHTS

3 Charles Knife Gorge

4 Hunters Beach

5 Jurabi Turtle Centre

6 Mangrove Bay Bird Hide

7 Sandy Bay

8 Shothole Canyon

9 VLF Antenna Array




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. July is a great month because you can see both, but it can be crowded.




GETTING AROUND

You can 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, including transfers to and from your activities.

If you like the freedom of having your 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.



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 at 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 turn-offs 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 to the Mangrove Bay Bird 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 at the end of the road (178km from when you first left Exmouth): it’s a beautiful gorge filled with water, with boat cruises possible.	


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 started, both still thriving today (gas flares are visible from Vlamingh Head at night).





TOP SIGHT
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, and dive the reef. However you experience Ningaloo – and you should try to in as many different ways as you can – it’s a once-in-a-lifetime experience. The backdrop to all this marine fun is a stretch of coastline of utter magnificence.
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Scan this QR code for a full visitor guide to Ningaloo.
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Swim with Whale Sharks

When a whale shark (Rhincodon 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. Ningaloo’s whale sharks are more likely to be between 3m and merely 12m, but remember this: a 12m whale shark may weigh as much as 11 tonnes and have a mouth more than 1m wide. Whale sharks are believed to live as long as humans (70 to 100 years).

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 whale sharks and the boat will stop a reasonable distance away so as not to disturb them 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

Golden beaches

Kayaking the shore



Humpback Whales

Humpback whales are the same size as the biggest whale sharks on Earth (up to 18m) and around twice the size of most whale sharks that turn up at Ningaloo (weigh up to 30,000kg). Watching humpbacks breach spectacularly out to sea is very much a part of the Ningaloo experience.

From July to October, humpback whales make their migration 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 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. The whales will be some distance out to sea, but sightings such as these really help to put the whales in the context of the vast ocean they inhabit.


Reef Species

Over 220 species of hard coral have been recorded at Ningaloo. With hard corals it’s all about the incredible formations. Spawning occurs after full and new moons between February and May. It is this spawning that attracts the whale sharks, as well as an astonishing diversity of fish, rays, sharks and other marine life. The best sites include Oyster Stacks, Bundegi Beach, Tantabiddi Beach, Osprey and Maud.



Sea Turtles

You don’t even have to get wet to see sea turtles. During the December–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; 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, which helps with turtle monitoring. Near at hand, pick from any of the beaches, and kayak along the shore just south of here at Tantabiddi.


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, book ahead, as these tours fill up early, especially in the peak months of July and August when whales and whale sharks are in the area and conditions are perfect.

• Exmouth’s Ningaloo Visitor Centre (ningaloocentre.com.au/visitor-centre/) is a great resource for finding out more and making bookings.



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. Don’t miss the exit point or you’ll be carried out to sea.





Karijini National Park

DESERT LANDSCAPES | ROCK-HOLE 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 WA outback. Cutting through the Hamersley Range, the park is dominated by 15 red-rock gorges, deep narrow defiles that are often invisible almost until you’re standing on the clifftop high on a 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 (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.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Dales Gorge

2 Fern Pool

3 Hancock Gorge

SIGHTS

see 1 Circular Pool

see 1 Circular Pool Lookout

see 2 Fortescue Falls

4 Joffre Gorge

5 Kalmina Gorge

6 Knox Gorge

7 Oxer Lookout

8 Three Ways Lookout

9 Weano Gorge

SLEEPING

10 Dales Gorge Campground

11 Karijini Eco Retreat




GETTING AROUND

The nearest airport is Paraburdoo, which has direct flights from Perth. Tom Price is the area’s largest town.

You’ll need your own vehicle to get here and to explore around – a 4WD is best. Some park roads remain unsealed and can become quite sandy and corrugated, especially the roads connecting Hamersley Gorge with the other gorges.

Unless you’re heading to Kalamina Gorge, consider taking the longer route (78km) from Joffre Gorge to the visitor centre or Dales Gorge, as this route is sealed all the way. The unsealed 35km direct route was, at last check, extremely corrugated, and park authorities have no plans to upgrade the track for now.




TOP TIP

While Karijini is all about leaving modern existence behind, sometimes it’s nice to connect to the outside world, if only to let everyone know you’re alive. Along the access road to Hamersley Gorge, a couple of kilometres before the car park, there’s a picnic shelter and a free wi-fi hotspot.



Take the Plunge at Hamersley Gorge

Go swimming surrounded by cliffs

Out in 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 habit 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 to Millstream Chichester National Park (it can’t be accessed from the park’s Banjima Dr). Otherwise, it’s about 67km from Tom Price: head north on Bingarn Rd for 26km and turn right at the T-junction, carrying on for another (unsealed) 41km. Turn at the sign for Hamersley Gorge, not Hamersley Range.

Enjoy the View at Hancock & Weano Gorges

Hike and swim in 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.

Nearby, 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.


WARNING: EXTREME WEATHER

Like anywhere in the outback, Karijini is a place where nature rules supreme. 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 for warnings about current bushfires, while the park authorities can also give you the latest information.

If you’re ever down in one of the gorges when it starts to rain, get out quickly: even a short downpour can turn trickling streams into raging torrents.



Head Down Into Joffre & Knox Gorges

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 preferred 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 – it’s almost like looking down into a 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 Karijini Eco Retreat. This second lookout (which is best when the waterfall is going) is also accessible by road from the Knox Gorge road. The only downside to Joffre is that, except when the waterfall’s flowing and water levels are high, it’s 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.
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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 Warlu, the Dreaming serpent who travelled through the Pilbara, creating waterways as he went along.

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 along the route, visit australiasnorthwest.com/plan/itineraries/warlu-way.




Escape the Crowds at Kalamina Gorge

Have the gorge to yourself

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.


WITTENOOM DANGER

The town of Wittenoom, 125km by road from Karijini National Park (but only 50km north as the crow flies), was founded in 1947 as a service town for the nearby blue asbestos mine.

In the 1950s Wittenoom had a population of nearly 1000 people and was the largest town in the Pilbara. But the mine closed in 1966, and as the deadly threat posed by blue asbestos became clearer in the years that followed, the WA government began the long process of shutting down the town; its last two residents left in 2021.

The authorities have sealed off the area and much of the town and surrounding area remains contaminated. Despite this, some travellers still try to visit. Some advice: don’t.



Explore Dales Gorge from Every Angle

Hike Karijini’s showpiece gorge

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 a 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.

Even though 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 danger of falling rocks. To climb out of the valley floor, it’s a very steep 500m climb to Three Ways Lookout.


MORE GORGE COUNTRY

Karijini may be known for its gorges, but they’re something of a WA speciality. 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, among many.





Beyond Karijini National Park
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Receiving a fraction of the travellers that visit Karijini, Millstream Chichester National Park is an accessible gem of outback travel.


Combining the traditional lands of the Yindjibarndi with the former Millstream pastoral station, Millstream Chichester is an easy detour on your way between Karratha or Roebourne on the coast and Karijini further inland, or a worthy destination in its own right. Rolling spinifex-clad hills and rocky ranges define the park, along with superb swimming holes and fun hiking trails. By far the best way to explore the park is on a tag-along 4WD tour out of Karratha led by local Ngarluma-Yindjibarndi guide, Clinton Walker, owner of Ngurrangga Tours. Clinton is an engaging host and great storyteller: his family grew up on this country and he has a personal connection with every site in the park. Watch for red kangaroos, euros and northern quolls, too.


GETTING AROUND

There is no public transport to or through the park: you’ll need your own wheels to explore. Although the road from Karratha to Tom Price and Karijini is paved as it passes through Millstream Chichester, gravel roads provide access to Python Pool, Millstream Homestead and George River; for these you’ll need a 4WD or a high-clearance AWD due to the often-deep corrugations.



Millstream Chichester National Park TIME FROM KARIJINI NATIONAL PARK : 3HR [image: ]

Python Pool

Around 15km off the main road through the park, signposted Python Pool is one of the loveliest places in the whole park. From the car park, it’s just 100m along an uneven path to this beautiful swimming pool at the base of the Chichester Escarpment. In summer it’s like a lush oasis hidden away from the outside world, and very few travellers make it here. You can also drive to the car park at Mt Herbert and then climb 600m to the summit for fine views.

If you have plenty of time and water, consider the Chichester Range Camel Trail, an 8km one-way strenuous trek up and over the granite and sandstone outcrops of the Chichester Range and down to Python Pool.

Shorter hikes in the vicinity include McKenzie Spring (4.5km) from the Mt Herbert car park, or the Cameleers Lookout Trail (2.4km) from Python Pool.

 


Millstream

The busiest section of the park, Millstream has two camping grounds with simple facilities, as well as the walk-through Millstream Homestead (built in 1919) and at least five hiking trails. The easiest of these are the 850m Wetland Loop and the 300m Clifftop Trail, both of which have trailheads accessible by car; the views from the latter are superb. The longest walk is the Millstream classic, the Warrungunha Trail (8km return) that connects the Millstream Homestead with the Clifftop Lookout. You’ll need a reasonable level of fitness for this one, but the rewards are many.

 

Sacred waters

Millstream Chichester National Park occupies the traditional lands of the Yindjibarndi people, who fought a long, brave battle for control over it. Two remote pools in particular carry deep significance for them. Deep Reach Pool (Nhangganggunha) is the resting place of the Warlu (Creation serpent). The water is deep and the banks can be steep, so use the steps. Be respectful here (no shouting or splashing). There’s no swimming at beautiful lily- and palm-fringed Jirndarwurrunha Pool, which is surrounded by wetlands and carries profound significance for locals. As with all of the park, to really get the most of your visit, come here with Ngurrangga Tours.
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THE YINDJIBARNDI BATTLE

For decades, the Yindjibarndi people fought a legal battle with one of Australia’s largest mining companies, Fortescue Metals Group (FMG) over mining leases on Yindjibarndi land (especially around Millstream Chichester National Park).

Described in fascinating detail by Paul Cleary in his book Title Fight: How the Yindjibarndi Battled and Defeated a Mining Giant (2021), the case pitted Indigenous Elders against the legal might of one of Australia’s richest companies.

Finally, in 2020, the Yindjibarndi won their case in the High Court of Australia. The effect was to recognise the Yindjibarndi’s native title over many of the lands that FMG were seeking to mine. The ruling also effectively forces mining companies to more closely negotiate in good faith with native-title holders.





Pilbara Coast

ROCK ART | BEACHES | FASCINATING MINING CULTURE
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WA’s Pilbara Coast is a fascinating juxtaposition of ancient cultures and vast mining operations. It’s all set against the backdrop of the 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 WA coast. History lessons abound, from the 47,000-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 here the Pilbara’s contradictions come to the surface: Port Hedland is one of the best places to see sea turtles nesting on the beach.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Murujuga National Park

SIGHTS

see 3 Cemetery Beach Lookout

2 Cossack

see 3 Don Rhodes Mining Museum

see 3 Marapikurrinya Park

see 1 Ngajarli (Deep Gorge)

see 2 Old Town Wharf

see 2 Pioneer Cemetery

3 Port Hedland

see 3 Pretty Pool Beach

see 3 Redbank Bridge Salt and Train Lookout

see 2 Schoolhouse

EATING

see 2 Cossack Cafe

4 Lo’s Cafe Fusion Bistro

see 3 Pilbara Room Restaurant

5 Soak in Dampier

SHOPPING

6 Yinjaa-Barni Art




GETTING AROUND

You’ll definitely need your own wheels to see the sights along the Pilbara Coast. Apart from a bus service along the 240km between Karratha and Port Hedland (the latter is very spread out, too), no public transport services any of the attractions.

If possible, drive 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, you can always ride with Clinton in the lead car: it costs a little extra, but you get Clinton as your guide all the way, which is worth every extra dollar.




TOP TIP

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, visiting a few art centres as well.



Step Back Millennia in Murujuga National Park

Discover wonderful rock art

As you take the turn-off 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 age of some of the petroglyphs keeps getting pushed further back. At last count, this was around 47,000 years.

The main focal point of any visit here is Ngajarli (Deep Gorge), accessible along a 700m loop trail that’s 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, Ngarluma-Yindjibarndi man Clinton Walker, will bring the engravings alive with fascinating historical context.


RED DOG

If you fancy getting a sweet taste of Pilbara scenery and storytelling, check out Red Dog (2011), an Australian movie based on the true story of an intrepid dog known as a red cloud kelpie, who roved the region in the 1970s. It’s based on a short novel written by Louis de Bernières.

So successful was the first movie that they released a prequel, Red Dog: True Blue, in 2016.

There’s a statue honouring Red Dog at the entrance to the town of Dampier. Some tourist offices across the Pilbara offer Red Dog–themed brochures.



Return to the Pearling Past in 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 gets really popular with locals on weekends.


Cossack was abandoned in 1959, though there are times when it still feels like Cossack’s last residents 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 used to make up the centre of town. These days, there’s a cafe, a museum, a gallery and a small B&B. You can also walk the self-guided 5km Cossack Heritage Trail, and visit the Pioneer Cemetery, which has a Japanese section that bears poignant witness to Cossack’s pearling past.

To get the best out of a visit, leave Roebourne before dawn: you’ll be one of few living souls in Cossack for a few hours.
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TOP PILBARA EXPERIENCES

Clinton Walker, Ngarluma-Yindjibarndi man and the owner of Ngurrangga Tours.

Murujuga National Park Take a tour and learn the stories behind the carvings you see on the rocks.

Millstream Chichester National Park Explore the rock holes and important sites in ancestral Yindjibarndi lands.

Karijini National Park Karijini gives you a taste of the Pilbara and the outback with its beautiful gorges.

Dampier Archipelago Part of Ngarluma land, there’s rock art of thylacine and other historical sites here.

Carawine Gorge Located around 60km to 70km from Marble Bar on the Nullagine Road, it’s like an oasis with massive red cliffs and a waterhole.



Visit a Highly Regarded First Nations Art Centre

Hang out with First Nations artists

In Roebourne, just 39km up the road from Karratha, Aboriginal-run gallery Yinjaa-Barni Art 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.


Experience Mining Culture in Port Hedland

Explore a classic Pilbara mining town

Port Hedland certainly won’t win a beauty contest, with salt ponds and great salt towers, miles-long cargo trains and giant mining apparatus silhouetted against the fierce Pilbara sun. This quintessential mining town has 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 the best places to glimpse the boom-bust cycle of Australia’s ongoing mining and resources boom.

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; at the visitor centre you can grab a list of the times the largest ships arrive and depart. 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, 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 to before the start of the last Ice Age, a time when the Burrup Peninsula was covered in tropical rainforest.

Although disruption to the artworks began in the 1960s, in 2007 Woodside Petroleum Ltd had several petroglyphs gingerly removed and fenced off in a separate area. However, some argue that the works are not discrete and that the disruption of one petroglyph compromises the entire site.



Port Hedland’s Sea Turtles

Observe nesting turtles

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 have 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 (they do so to lay their eggs) from November to March.

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.

EATING ALONG THE PILBARA COAST: OUR PICKS

Lo’s Cafe Fusion Bistro: In Karratha, the mix of local ingredients with Asian influences is a real winner; try the sweet-potato waffle with fried chicken. 6am-3.30pm $

Cossack Cafe: Sit under a big shady tree in Cossack and enjoy the 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 the panko-crumbed Camembert or calamari Provençale. 7-9am & 6-9pm Mon-Fri $$

Soak in Dampier: Dampier’s best has an elevated terrace overlooking the harbour and a strong menu of seafood, burgers and steaks. 6am-3pm & 5pm-midnight Tue-Sun $$



Places We Love to Stay

$ Cheap       $$ Moderate       $$$ Pricey

Ningaloo Coast 

Yardie Homestead Caravan Park $ Near Yardie Creek, this former sheep station has cabins, grassy sites and good facilities.

Bullara Station $ Open April to October, Bullara is 65km north of Coral Bay and has stylish rooms with shared facilities in renovated shearers’ quarters.

Giralia Station $ Expect simple rooms, either with shared bathrooms or in the main homestead, 110km northeast of Coral Bay.

Warroora Station $ South of Coral Bay, Warroora offers wilderness campsites and rooms in shearers’ quarters.

Sal Salis $$$ One of the finest glamping experiences along the WA coast, with stunning tents, gourmet meals, a free bar (!) and lots of activities.

Exmouth

Exmouth Cape Holiday Park $ This large park has dorms, cabins, campsites and good facilities.

Exmouth Ningaloo Caravan & Holiday Resort $ Here you can look forward to grassy sites, backpacker dorms, cabins, chalets and an on-site restaurant.

Ningaloo Lodge $$ An excellent deal, this place has small, cheerful rooms, a well-equipped communal kitchen and laundry, barbecue, pool and courtyard.

Exmouth Escape $$ Smart, self-contained villas here surround a lovely pool and garden area, and there’s a good restaurant.

Mantarays Ningaloo Beach Resort $$$ At the marina, this sophisticated resort has attractive, spacious rooms with balconies; there’s a restaurant.
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Coral Bay

Ningaloo Coral Bay Backpackers $ This popular hostel is a great place to meet people, with decent rooms and facilities.

BayView Coral Bay $$ There’s something for every budget here, with camping, dorms, cabins and villas. It even has its own pizzeria.

People’s Park $$ This excellent caravan park has great facilities, lots of shade and hilltop villas.

Ningaloo Reef Resort $$$ Undergoing a major redevelopment, this top-notch resort is slated for a 2024 reopening.

Karijini National Park

a Dales Gorge Campground $ This large Parks & Wildlife Service camping ground offers shaded sites in a great location.

b Karijini Eco Retreat $$$ This Aboriginal-owned retreat is a model for sustainable tourism, with cheaper tents up to supremely comfortable glamping tents and a great restaurant.

Millstream Chichester National Park

Millyanha Campground $ Campsites here have plenty of shade and decent facilities, all close to the visitor centre.

Stargazers Campground $ Smaller and quieter than other camping grounds in the area, Stargazers opens from roughly April to September.


Newman & Tom Price

Whaleback Village $ This motel and caravan park in Newman has gravel caravan sites, basic rooms, a laundry and a kitchen.

Tom Price Tourist Park $ Winner of a statewide vote for WA’s best caravan park, this well-run Tom Price place boasts excellent facilities.

Seasons Hotel $$ The nicest place to stay in Newman, centrally located Seasons has clean rooms and a restaurant.

Onslow

Ocean View Caravan Park $ Small and simple, this quiet caravan park couldn’t be closer to the beach.

Onslow Beach Resort $$ Like an end-of-the-road oasis in delightfully sleepy Onslow, this place has excellent rooms and an equally good bar-restaurant.
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Karratha

Discovery Parks – Pilbara Karratha $ With good facilities and accommodation, this caravan park is a decent choice.

Latitude20 The Dunes $ These spacious, modern studio apartments are 3km from Karratha, alongside coastal mangroves. 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 Cossack 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.

Samson Beach Caravan Park $ This small Point Samson park is close to the pub and the beach – what more could you possibly need?

The Cove Holiday Village $ A standard, modern caravan park in Point Samson, the Cove is better for its camping than its cabins.

Samson Beach Chalets $$$ These superb self-contained chalets surround a pool not far from the beach in Point Samson.

Port Hedland

Discovery Holiday Caravan Park $ At the town’s eastern end, this park offers cabins, campsites and mangrove views.

Hospitality Inn $ This motel has a pool, restaurant and spacious rooms just back from the beach.

Esplanade Hotel $$ Once one of the roughest pubs in Port Hedland, now a 4½-star hotel, the ‘Nard’ has the town’s best rooms.






Broome & the Kimberley
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KIMBERLEY LANDSCAPES, WILDLIFE AND ADVENTURES

There’s something special about the Kimberley, and Broome is its gateway. Welcome to a world where nature and history loom large, on an epic scale.
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One of Australia’s great gateway towns, Broome sits on the cusp of some of Australia’s wildest country. As a town, it has a sprawling, languid tropical atmosphere, its collection of historical sights coexisting alongside a beautiful coastline (including Cable Beach) and a strong First Nations presence. Combined with its end-of-the-Earth feel and its possibilities as a starting point for many an adventure out into the Kimberley, Broome has a whole lot to re-commendit.

And then there’s the Kimberley. This otherworldly realm is one of Australia’s truly iconic landscapes. With a largely trackless interior, it’s a world of drama-filled red-rock massifs, deep and inviting gorges, and remote First Nations settlements. Where there are 4WD tracks, they’re some of Australia’s finest: driving the Gibb River Road from Derby to Kununurra or Wyndham is one of Aussie travel’s great rites of passage. Even the paved alternative, the Great Northern Highway, which loops around the southern Kimberley through Fitzroy Crossing and Halls Creek, feels like an isolated passage through the wilderness. And just off this highway, Purnululu National Park (also known as the Bungle Bungles) is another signature and strange landmark of outback travel.

The region’s common, defin-ing thread is its call to adventure, one that may require forsaking a few comforts along the journey. But the experiences will repay you many times over.
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The Main Areas

BROOME

Museums and endless beaches.

WEST KIMBERLEY

Deep gorges and beautiful landscapes.

NORTH & EAST KIMBERLEY

The Kimberley’s wild heartland.

PURNULULU NATIONAL PARK

Lost world of dramatic rock formations.





Find Your Way

Although you can fly to Broome and Kununurra, the main way to get around is by ‘road’. A 4WD dramatically increases your options for where you can go. Buses run between Broome and Kununurra.
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Plan Your Days

The Kimberley is a vast area, and with so much ground to cover, careful planning is essential. Begin in Broome and fan out from there.
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Three Days to Travel Around

Begin in Broome, visiting its museums and making the pilgrimage to Cable Beach for sunset. Don’t miss a meal at the Aarli.

Either spend a second day in or around Broome, perhaps relaxing on the northern beaches or walking the deserted, bird-rich sands of Roebuck Bay, or plan an overnight stop on the Dampier Peninsula.

Head north along the peninsula to the lovely Beagle Bay Church, then walk beneath the red cliffs of Cape Leveque.

Spend day three around Lombadina, James Price Point and Pender Bay.




Five Days on the Gibb

Begin in Broome or Derby, then stop at Norval Gallery and Mowanjum Art & Culture Centre en route to Windjana Gorge.

Plan detours to Mount Hart Wilderness Lodge and Mornington Wilderness Camp, checking if the latter has reopened. Stop for sustenance at Ellenbrae Station.

Enjoy the magnificence of the Durack River and Pentecost Ranges; then, after the Pentecost River, rejoin the paved road and enjoy amazing views of the Cockburn Range, cliff-lined El Questro Wilderness Park and sublime Emma Gorge, before continuing down into Kununurra.




Do It All in 10 Days

After a couple of days in Broome, head for Derby and its excellent art galleries, then spend three to four days crossing the Kimberley along the Gibb River Road.

From Kununurra, detour to Lake Argyle and Wyndham, then swing south along the paved Great Northern Highway to Purnululu National Park for a couple of nights.

On your way back south and then west, pause in Halls Creek, visit the Mimbi Caves and shop for art in Fitzroy Crossing, before the final stretch back to Broome.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Although you’ll hear locals talk about summer and winter, the real seasons here are the hot and humid wet season (November to April, often called summer) and the dry season (May to October).

JANUARY

A mini high season in Broome around Christmas and New Year’s, despite probable rains. Watch out for cyclones.
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APRIL

The last month when migratory birds are present in the region; humidity and temperatures start to fall.

[image: map]

alybaba/shutterstock ©

JUNE

June and into August is the best time to travel in the region, with milder temperatures, relatively low humidity and optimum road conditions.
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SEPTEMBER

Most accommodation and attractions along the Gibb River Road close down at the end of the month.
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OCTOBER

Temperatures and humidity increase before the rains (known as ‘the build-up’); you can drive the Gibb but not much is open.
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NOVEMBER

If the rains don’t arrive in October, it can bucket down in November. Cyclone season also begins.
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DECEMBER

Very few tourists around, and most attractions are closed. Even when it’s not raining, conditions are very hot and humid.
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Broome

NORTHERN GATEWAY | 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.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cable Beach

SIGHTS

2Blue Body Buddha Sanctuary

3Broome Museum

4Bungalow

5Chinese Cemetery

6Gantheaume Point & Dinosaur Prints

see 5Japanese Cemetery

see 5Muslim Cemetery

7Nagula Jarndu Women’s Resource Centre

8Old Convent Heritage Centre

9Pearl Luggers

10Pioneer Cemetery

11Port

12Reddell Beach

13Short Street Gallery

14Town Beach

15WWII Flying Boat Wrecks

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

16Broome Camel Safaris

17Narlijia Experiences

18Narlijia Experiences

EATING

19 Aarli

20 Cable Beach General Store & Cafe

21 Courthouse Markets

22 Wharf Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 Bay Club

24 Broome Surf Life Saving Club

25 Good Cartel

26 Matso’s Broome Brewery

27 Moontide Distillery

ENTERTAINMENT

28 Sun Pictures

INFORMATION

29 Broome Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

Broome is quite spread out (it’s a little over 5km from Cable Beach to the town centre), and for much of the year it’s 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).



TOP TIP

Weather is everything in Broome. Outside of May to September, you’ll find very little is open elsewhere in the Kimberley, quite apart from 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.



Watch the Sunset at 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, there are walking trails 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 at sea. But Cable Beach’s biggest rival for a blazing sunset without tourists, camels or 4WDs is Reddell Beach. Take any turn-off 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 because of the strong currents.
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Gantheaume Point & Dinosaur Prints

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.


FIVE THINGS TO DO IN BROOME
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Wil Thomas, guide and raconteur for Broome Historical Walking Tours, shares his tips for a fun day in Broome (facebook.com/BroomeHistoricalWalkingTours).

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 steamship in big silver tins.



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 ecofriendly Broome Whale Watching. Snubfin dolphins are one of Australia’s rarest dolphin species and these 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) with Bart’s own Narlijia Experiences.




Catch a Movie at 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, Asians on the left, and ‘coloured people’ on hard wooden benches to the right, and each had their own separate entrance. 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 showing, most nights they screen a 15-minute history tour on request. Two movies are screened most nights.
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STAIRCASE TO THE MOON

Whenever there’s a full moon between April and October, the moon’s reflections shimmer across the mudflats of Roebuck Bay at low tide, creating an illusion that some call the Stairway to Heaven.

At Town Beach the appearance of the Staircase is accompanied by an evening market with food stalls, and people bring fold-up chairs here, though the small headland at the end of Hamersley St actually has a better view.

Broome may be the most famous example, but it happens at other Kimberley and Pilbara sites with east-facing mudflats, including One Arm Point at Cape Leveque, Cooke Point in Port Hedland, Sunrise Beach at Onslow, Hearson Cove near Dampier and the lookout at Cossack.

Most visitor centres publish the dates on their websites.



EATING IN BROOME: OUR PICKS

Courthouse Markets: These craft markets are known for their excellent (mostly Asian) hawkers’ food vans. 8am-1pm Sat year-round, Sun Apr-Oct $

Cable Beach General Store & Cafe: We dream about the barramundi burger when we’re away and order it at every available opportunity when we’re here. 7am-7.30pm $

Aarli: A candidate for Broome’s best place to eat, Aarli has a leafy setting, great wine, tapas and great Med-Asian meals. 11am-3pm & 5-9pm Tue-Sat $$

Wharf Restaurant: Seafood with wine, possible whale sightings and great views, chilli crab and barramundi. 11am-10pm $$$


Broome’s History

Step back into Broome’s past

There are many ways to get a feel of Broome’s fascinating 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 museum Pearl Luggers is also an informative return to the past with two of the last surviving luggers. Don’t also 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 that were attacked by Japanese ‘Zeroes’ during WWII.

Other echoes of the past lie scattered around town. The Chinese Cemetery, Japanese Cemetery, Muslim Cemetery and a Pioneer Cemetery each tell their own story.


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 even vaguely fruit related.

Mud & Saltwater: This short-film festival (usually in June) show-cases 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 during August and September.



Art Galleries

Enter the world of First Nations 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. Their 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.

DRINKING IN BROOME: OUR PICKS

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? There’s a Sunday morning sausage sizzle. 4-11pm Wed-Sun

Matso’s Broome Brewery: Order a Chango (50/50 chilli/mango beer) and a half-kilo bucket of prawns at Broome’s finest brewery and you’re halfway to becoming a local. 11am-9pm

Moontide Distillery: Opened in 2020, Moontide uses Kimberley monsoonal rainwater and native botani-cals in its gins. Tastings and tours available. Noon-5pm Fri-Mon



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 attractions, you’d still leave satisfied with a fab Kimberley adventure.


GETTING AROUND

For all of these 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). The only way to reach Horizontal Waterfalls is on a tour.



Dampier Peninsula TIME FROM BROOME : 2-6HR [image: ]

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 often-deserted beaches: Cape Boileau, Quondong Point and James Price Point, for example. At James Price Point, 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. Also look for dinosaur footprints here 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.
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PARADISE ALMOST LOST

In 2005 a multinational consortium partnered with the Western Australian government to announce plans for the world’s biggest liquefied natural gas (LNG) station at James Price Point.

On one side was the powerful mining sector, backed by a government eager to show it was open for business. Arrayed against them were environmental groups and the local Goolarabooloo people.

It was a public relations disaster for the government, with images beamed around the country of local Indigenous peoples and others being forcibly removed by police as the bulldozers moved in.

In 2013 the Supreme Court of Western Australia finally overruled the state’s Environment Minister and the WA Environmental Protection Authority and blocked the proposed Browse LNG plant at James Price 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 turn-off, from where it’s around 30km on an unsealed track to Middle Lagoon, a picturesque arc of sand, glorious sunsets, a camping ground and a community store with fuel (weekdays only). The sunsets here are among the best anywhere.

 

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, residents often spend 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 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, however – 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 camping ground, and views out into the bay, which serves as a calving ground for humpback whales; they can often be seen breaching the waters here from May to November. Few travellers make it out this way, meaning there is a very special power about this place.


BEST FIRST NATIONS TOURS

Lurujarri Dreaming Trail:

A deeply spiritual 82km walk runs from Gantheaume Point (Minyirr) to Coulomb Point (Minarriny). Take a dry-season tour with Goolarabooloo guides (www.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 takes you night fishing and spear-making as you learn local traditions and look for bush tucker.

Ngarlan Yarnin’: Let Mena Lewis (0438 118 578), a local Nyul Nyul and Bardi woman, guide you through Beagle Bay’s stories.

Lombadina: Guides from this First Nations community take you fishing, whale watching, 4WDing, mud-crabbing, kayaking and hiking.



Horizontal Falls TIME FROM BROOME: 4-6HR [image: ]

Watch the tide become a waterfall

Along an isolated stretch of coastline north of Broome, the remarkable Horizontal Falls gush spectacularly through narrow coastal gorges in the Buccaneer Archipelago. Accessible only by air or 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 here 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 the whole Buccaneer Archipelago from the flights in and out are simply magnificent and worth the trip alone. The falls are technically tides and can vary by up to 11m. As the tides pass through the narrow gorges, they gather momentum, reaching an astonishing 30 knots as they thunder 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 Broome or Derby and Fly Broome or Broome Aviation out of Broome.	

Roebuck Bay TIME FROM BROOME : 20MIN [image: ]

Enjoy mangroves, shorebirds and empty 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 and then along a much more difficult road. The sandy track heads south and then east, before finally reaching the observatory.

You can 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, as 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.
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SALTIE OR FRESHIE?

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. Contrary to the name, saltwater crocs live in both fresh and saltwater. 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, rarely attacks humans, and only when provoked or cornered.

There have been no known deaths from freshwater-croc attacks.






DRIVE THE GREAT NORTHERN HIGHWAY
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Begin your nearly 1300km journey in 1 Broome and drive east and out into the big-sky country of the southern Kimberley. Around 180km east of Broome and immedi-ately after taking the turn-off east towards Fitzroy Crossing, stop for the obliga-tory 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 imp-ortant meeting place of desert commun-ities, with a fantastic art centre, Mangkaja Arts. Southeast of Fitzroy Crossing, explore the vast subterranean labyrinth of 4 Mimbi Caves, with their rock art and fish fossils. Better than just turning up here, arrange a visit through Aboriginal-owned Girloor-loo Tours and stay overnight at the tidy camping ground.

By the time you reach 5 Halls Creek, the Kimberley’s scenery ramps 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 Hwy and head 200km north to a T-junction. After 8km, drive west along the paved section of the Gibb River Rd, stopping at 7 Emma Gorge and 8 El Questro Wilderness Park, and head 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.





West Kimberley

FIRST NATIONS CULTURE | SUPERB SCENERY | 4WD ADVENTURE
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For many, perhaps even most travellers, the West Kimberley is their first taste of one of Australia’s richest natural and cultural landscapes. From the boab trees, First Nations art centres and mudflats of Derby, the Gibb River Road unfurls into the heart of the Kimberley. Before you’ve travelled far along this road, turn-offs peel away from the main track, heading for the enticing gorge country of the Devonian Reef National Parks. More gorges await as you venture into the central Kimberley, and the landforms here, such as the Wunaamin Miliwundi Ranges (formerly King Leopold Ranges), are some of the most famous natural landmarks of the entire Kimberley. The further you go, the more you’ll be tempted by roads that lead down side tracks to Mt Hart, Mornington and Charnley River – former or current cattle stations converted into conservation and tourism hubs for the adventurous.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mornington Wilderness Camp

2Norval Gallery

3Tunnel Creek

SIGHTS

4Bell Gorge

5Charnley River Station

6Fitzroy Crossing

7Geikie Gorge

see 6Mangkaja Arts

see 2Mowanjum Art & Culture Centre

8Sir John Gorge

9Windjana Gorge

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

see 6Bungoolee Tours

see 7Darngku Heritage Tours

10Girloorloo Tours

11Kimberley Dreamtime Adventure Tours

see 2Kimberley School of the Air

12Uptuyu

SLEEPING

13Bachsten Creek Bush Camp

14Imintji Campground

15Mount Hart Wilderness Lodge

16Mt Elizabeth Station




GETTING AROUND

There’s no way around the fact that you’ll need a 4WD if you’re to explore the West Kimberley. The first 100 or so kilometres east of Derby are paved, but all of the side roads require a 4WD, as does any trip that ventures into the heart of the range. Tours offered by local First Nations operators can take you to explore specific areas in the company of a guide.




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.



Boabs of Derby

Enjoy a Kimberley icon

Derby (dur-bee) sits quietly by the mudflats that rim King George Sound, and there’s a real sense upon entering town from the south that here is where the Kimberley begins. In part that’s because of the proliferation of boab trees. They line the streets on the approach to town and they’re a real presence here, especially along the two main parallel drags, Loch and Clarendon streets. They’re so central to life here that even local legends play a role: late at night while Derby sleeps, so the stories go, the town’s boabs cut loose and wander around town, the marauding mobs flailing their many limbs in battle against an army of giant, killer croc-people emerging from the encircling mudflats…

If you’re here in July, the boabs provide an excuse for the concerts, mud footy, horse and mud-crab races, poetry readings, art exhibitions and street parades of the Boab Festival. Try to get a place at the Long Table Dinner out on the mudflats.


FOR MORE GORGES

WA has some of Australia’s most spectacular gorges, and they’re not just found in the Kimberley and Purnululu National Park. Other spectacular sites include Karijini National Park in the Pilbara and Kalbarri National Park, north of Geraldton.




Art Centres of Derby

Draw near to First Nations culture

As administrative capital of the West Kimberley, Derby is a fascinating cultural mix. Around half of the residents are Indigenous, including significant populations of Nyikina, Dambimangari, Worrorra and Wunumbal.

As is so often the case across Australia, the best way to meet the locals and find an entry point for a meaningful encounter can be to visit a First Nations art gallery. Derby has two excellent examples. Just 4km along the Gibb River Road from Derby, at Mowanjum Art & Culture Centre, Mowanjum artists recreate Kimberley rock images in this incredible gallery, which is shaped like their artwork. If you’re lucky, you can sit and watch the artists at work.

For a different experience but the same result, Norval Gallery offers everything from artwork and jewellery to vinyl records; a visit here is a delight to the senses. The ideal time to drop by is when visiting First Nations artists are in attendance at one of the many workshops.


THE BOAB

Of the nine species of boab (baobab trees) in the world, only one, Adansonia gregorii (named after the 19th-century explorer Gregory), is native to Australia; you’ll find it in Australia’s northwest, from Broome and across the Kimberley to Victoria River in the Northern Territory (the other species are native to Madagascar and found in mainland Africa and the Arabian peninsula).

How the boab got to Australia is hotly debated among scientists. Theories involving Gondwana-land or ocean currents have largely been discredited, and the current theory is that boabs were carried here by humans who crossed a land bridge from Indonesia thousands of years ago.

Once the boabs arrived, First Nations people used them for food, water, medicine and building materials.



Discover Distance Learning at Kimberley School of the Air

Visit a vast classroom

When you live in a remote Kimberley community or your family manages a cattle station three days’ journey from the nearest town, going to school can be quite the challenge. As happens elsewhere across the Australian outback, Kimberley children in these circumstances study through the Kimberley School of the Air, based in Derby.

Lessons happen via the internet, with teachers usually running lessons from the Derby headquarters and classes consisting of a wall of screens with children’s faces. Some families employ tutors to help the kids with their learning, and the school organises a handful of excursions or special events each year when everyone makes the trip to Derby to spend time in person with their fellow students.

To see how it all works, arrange a visit so you can see it all in action. Either contact the school directly or check in with the Derby Visitor Centre to see when a visit may be possible.

Gorges of West Kimberley

Explore West Kimberley’s best scenery

Down the unsealed Fairfield-Leopold Downs Rd off the Gibb River Road (also accessible along the same track from Fitzroy Crossing), the gorges of the Devonian Reef Conservation Park capture all the magic of the Kimberley and its red-rock magnificence.

Before we get to to each of the gorges, let your imagination roam free for a moment. Some 350 million years ago, during the Devonian Era, the landscape lay beneath ocean waters and formed part of a vast reef system. When the waters receded, they revealed an astonishing network of gorges.


The first of these if you’re visiting from the Gibb 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 the 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 was the perfect hideout of Jandamarra, a Bunuba man who fought against the police and European settlers for three years in the 19th century before he was killed.

Exploring here is only possible during the Dry. You’ll need to wade through knee-deep water if you want 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.


FIRST NATIONS WEST KIMBERLEY TOURS

Girloorloo Tours: Guided trips through the 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 Gorge (Darngku).




The Heart of the Kimberley

Bell Gorge and beyond

One detour that is far less frequented than others along this route is the rough 29km track to Bell Gorge; you’d be surprised how many travellers turn around at the first corrugations. Your reward is magnificent, with 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 run by the Australian Wildlife Conservancy (AWC) and devoted to conserving the Kimberley’s endangered wildlife. They remained closed through 2023 and 2024. Once they reopen, the superb Mornington Wilderness Camp can be reached via a turn-off 247km from Derby. It has a 95km driveway across the wild, lonely savannah, and highlights include canoeing, swimming, birdwatching, bushwalking, and the sunsets at sublime Sir John Gorge. Reached via another detour 44km off the Gibb, the AWC’s historic Charnley River Station is also magnificent.
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Mimbi Caves | philip schubert/shutterstock ©


JANDAMARRA’S STORY

Bunuba land stretches across the southern reaches of the Kimberley, from Fitzroy Crossing to the Wunaamin Miliwundi (formerly King Leopold) Ranges.

Jandamarra became a respected Aboriginal stockman on a local cattle station, and befriended an English stockman named Bill Richardson. When Richardson became a police officer, Jandamarra worked as his tracker.

The late 19th century was a lawless time on the frontier, and Bunuba elders asked Jandamarra to show his loyalty to his people. He shot Richardson.

In that moment, he became an enduring Bunuba hero and an outlaw to the system he once served. He waged a three-year guerrilla campaign against the police and European settlers before a police tracker shot and killed him on 1 April 1897.





ROAD TRIP
4WD Adventure 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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Pentecost River Crossing | JACK KINNY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Derby

Remote Derby can feel like the end of the road, 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, 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, near the Wunaamin Miliwundi Ranges Conser-vation 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: Detours include Mount Hart Wilder-ness 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

Here you’re almost halfway along with the Gibb, but there’s still so much to take in. The roadhouse is a classic outback outpost – unassuming, with basic supplies and a couple of antique-looking fuel pumps, all in the heart of some spectacular country.

The Drive: You’ll pass Ellenbrae Station and turn-offs to Kalumburu and Mitchell River, cross the mighty Durack River, then climb though the Pentecost Ranges with views of the Cockburn Range, Cambridge Gulf and Pentecost River.

4 Pentecost River Crossing

If there’s a high point of the Gibb, it might just be the Pentecost River Crossing. As you approach, the classic Gibb image comes into view – a wide river crossing fringed with mangroves and the Cockburn Range as a backdrop. When you cross, there’s a real sense of achievement (the river crossings and unsealed road are now behind you), but don’t forget to spend some time by the river here marvelling at the beauty of this special place.

The Drive: It’s a beautiful 112km drive on a good tarmac road in the Cockburn Range’s shadow. Along the way, you’ll pass turn-offs to El Questro Wilderness Park and Emma Gorge.

5 Kununurra

Kununurra is one of northwestern Australia’s most appealing towns. 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 alongside the town centre.





North & East Kimberley

4WD ADVENTURE | CLASSIC KIMBERLEY SCENERY | LOCAL CULTURE
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Out in the Kimberley’s north and east, the region’s unrelenting magnificence continues and, if possible, reaches an even higher level. Away from the Gibb and its dry-season procession of 4WD adventurers, the Mitchell River and Mitchell Plateau are wild Australia at its best. Away to the east (and much more accessible to the general traveller), a roll call of signature Kimberley landmarks awaits, and it includes the Pentecost River, the Cockburn Range (pronounced co-burn), El Questro and Emma Gorge. Further east again, the towns of Wyndham and Kununurra have their own Top End tropical charm, while hard up against the Northern Territory (NT) border, Lake Argyle is a picturesque spot. Put them all together and this is the Kimberley at its finest, combining as it does drama-filled landscapes, intriguing First Nations backstories and remote locations that demand an adventurous spirit to explore. Or put another way, this is one of the most soulful, beautiful places in Australia.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mitchell River National Park

SIGHTS

2Argyle Homestead

see 12El Questro Wilderness Park

3Emma Gorge

see 9Five Rivers Lookout

see 4Kelly’s Knob

4Kununurra

see 2Lake Argyle Adventures

see 4Lily Creek Lagoon

see 4Mirima National Park

see 16Munurru Rock-Art Site #1

see 16Munurru Rock-Art Site #2

5Pentecost River Crossing

see 9Pioneer Cemetery

6Telegraph Hill

7The Grotto

see 4Waringarri Aboriginal Arts Centre

8Warmun Arts

9Wyndham

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

10Bungle Bungle Guided Tours

see 12Chamberlain Gorge Boat Tours

see 9Just Over the Hills

see 2Lake Argyle Cruises

see 4Luridgii Tours

see 12Zebedee Springs

SLEEPING

11 Drysdale River Station

see 12 El Questro Homestead

12 El Questro Station Township

13 Ellenbrae Station

see 3Emma Gorge Resort

14 Home Valley Station

15 Kalumburu Mission

16 Munurru Campground




GETTING AROUND

The Kimberley is at the top of the list of WA places where it’s worth renting a 4WD. If you don’t have a 4WD, you’ll have to take the Great Northern Highway and will miss much of the Kimberley’s grandeur. The eastern end of the Gibb (from the Kununurra–Wyndham road to the Pentecost River) is sealed. For the Mitchell Plateau, take the Kalumburu road and make sure you fill up with fuel at Drysdale River Station. Roads in these parts can be quite corrugated, so plan to take longer than you might otherwise expect.




TOP TIP

The far north region of the Kimberley is Wunambal Gaambera Country. To visit approved locations here, you must purchase the Ununguu Visitor Pass (adult/family five-day pass $50/120), which covers the Ngauwudu Road Zone (the Mitchell Plateau, Mitchell Falls and Munurru Campground). Passes can be bought online from the Wunambal Gaambera Aboriginal Corporation (wunambalgaambera.org.au).



Mount an Expedition to Mitchell Plateau

Rock art, wildlife and waterfalls

Welcome to the inner Kimberley. If we could choose just one place to explore without haste away from the Gibb River Road, it would probably be here, due to the combination of rock art, scenery and the real sense of adventure that comes from being out here.

There’s rock art across the Kimberley, but the two Munurru sites 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. 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 age of the Gwion Gwion paintings, with estimates dating them between 12,000 and 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. By all means swim in the top pool above the falls, but the lower pools are sacred sites to the Wunambal people and swimming is not permitted.


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. Most tours explore Mirima National Park and other sites close to Kununurra.

Waringarri Art & Culture Tours: Informative 2½-hour art and culture tours around Mirima National Park near Kununurra, with time spent at the in-town art centre.

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 and helicopter tours to Purnululu National Park.



Drive across the Pentecost River

Take the photo of the Kimberley

As you continue east, you’ll pass some of the icons of the Gibb – 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 and 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. In the wet season, this makes sense, of course, because the crossing is quite a challenge, whether in your vehicle (the river can be over 1m deep) or on foot (saltwater crocodiles inhabit most Kimberley waterways). But when water levels are low, especially later in the dry season 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.

Relax at El Questro Wilderness Park

Experience the Kimberley’s most popular resort

If you’ve spent any time in the Kimberley, you’ll know the deal: a vast cattle station, scenic gorges and friendly hosts to welcome you in from the wild. The 4000-sq-km El Questro Wilderness Park is a former cattle station turned international resort, and 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 its 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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Rock art, Mitchell Plateau | david cowles/shutterstock ©


KALUMBURU

Isolated Kalumburu, in the Kimberley’s far north, is WA’s most northerly settlement and home to 412 people at the last census.

Located nearly 380km north of the Gibb River Road, it’s a picturesque Aboriginal community nestled beneath giant mango trees and coconut palms along the King Edward River.

The Wunambal and Kwini are the Traditional Owners, and they’re credited with caring for a vast stretch of country that is famous for being the only region of mainland Australia in which no mammal extinctions have occurred.

The Catholic Benedictine Mission was set up here in 1908, and remains at the heart of Kalumburu life to this day. Kalumburu only opened to non-Aboriginal tourists in 2018.




Swim Beneath the Cliffs of Emma Gorge

Take the plunge in gin-clear waters

By the same people who brought you El Questro, Emma Gorge is a striking defile beneath the achingly beautiful walls of 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.

As with El Questro, Emma Gorge is only open and accessible from April to September when the resort is open.
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Emma Gorge | imagine earth photography/shutterstock ©


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 July celebration of the boab includes mud footy, crab races, street parades, art exhibitions, and dinner out on the mudflats.

Wyndham Races: Among Australia’s oldest country race meetings, the Wyndham Races in August are an excuse for everyone to dress up in their best.

Ardi Festival: Ardi culture is celebrated in Lombadina with music, food and art (but no alcohol) sometime between June and September.



Rest from the Journey in Remote Wyndham

Drive to the end of the road

Few towns capture end-of-the-road isolation quite like Wyndham. Pressed up against the Cambridge Gulf, Wyndham was once a gold-mining town but is now a sleepy place of barely 1000 souls. There’s not a lot to do here, except look for one of Australia’s most colourful birds, the Gouldian finch, visit the forlorn Pioneer Cemetery, where none of the inhabitants reached old age, or take in one of the lookouts around town. Ruins mixed with boab trees dominate Telegraph Hill above the Ord River flood plain, while the Five Rivers Lookout on Mt Bastion (325m) takes in where the King, Pentecost, Durack, Forrest and Ord Rivers enter the Cambridge Gulf. Sunsets from both spots are lonely and magnificent.

On the road back south towards Kununurra, stop in The Grotto, a small yet deep and dramatic gorge with a swimming hole (including freshwater crocodiles) where birdsong echoes off the sheer walls.

Enjoy Lakeside Walks & Art in Kununurra

Rest in a Kimberley oasis

You wouldn’t cross the Kimberley just to visit Kununurra, which is on Miriwoong Country, near the NT border. But if you’re in the area, it’s one of the better places to take a rest from life on the road.

An important agricultural town, Kununurra 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, though 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, which has 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.


BEST KIMBERLEY ART CENTRES

Waringarri Aboriginal Arts Centre: One of the oldest First Nations art centres in Western Australia, and still one of the best.

Mangkaja Arts: This Fitzroy Crossing gallery is where desert and river people come together to produce unique acrylics, prints and baskets.

Mowanjum Art & Culture Centre: Just 4km from Derby, Mowanjum artists recreate some of the most celebrated rock art from the Kimberley.

Yarliyil Gallery: Halls Creek gallery showcasing talented local artists as well as some Ringer Soak mob.

Warmun Arts: Between Kununurra and Halls Creek, Warmun artists create abstract works using ochres to explore Gija identity.



Visit the Engineering Marvel of Lake Argyle

Get out on the water

Australia’s second-largest reservoir (after Lake Gordon in Tasmania), Lake Argyle was completed in 1972 as part of an ambitious plan to build an agricultural super-landscape in this remote corner of Australia. Now, sandalwood, tropical fruit, chickpeas, chia and quinoa are all grown here, bound for lucrative export markets in Asia.

The lake itself, into which you could empty 18 Sydney Harbours, is actually rather beautiful. To get here, drive 70km through picturesque country from Kununurra. After the delightfully tranquil caravan park, continue down to a lookout for spectacular views, then down across the dam wall to a picnic site in a pretty valley where the road ends. For a fuller exploration, take a 4WD tour with Lake Argyle Adventures or take a boat cruise with Lake Argyle Cruises: both companies are between the caravan park and the lookout. Lake Argyle Village can also take you on a scenic helicopter flight. And stop by the Argyle Homestead, which was moved here when the dam was built. Now a museum, it was once home to the famous Durack pastoral family (who controlled over 15,000 sq km of the East Kimberley).



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 people, is like a lost fortress of the outback cast into stone. Consisting of eroded sandstone plugs, this magical, 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 via 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 to 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 here, Purnululu is easily one of the outback’s most special destinations.
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SIGHTS

1Cathedral Gorge

2Echidna Chasm

3Whip Snake Gorge

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

4Bungle Bungle Guided Tours

5Mini Palms Gorge

SLEEPING

6 Bungle Bungle Savannah Lodge

7 Kurrajong Campsite

8 Walardi Camp Site

INFORMATION

9Visitor Centre




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). When you’re here, well-maintained vehicle tracks connect the main areas of the national park, and from there hiking trails fan out into the labyrinthine gorges and canyons.




TOP TIP

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 (and including) October and April.



Explore the Park

Hike and drive the Bungle Bungles

You never forget your first sighting of the Bungle Bungles. As you drive the 55km in 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 often pulling over 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, with its figs, ferns and small rock hole.

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 it looks like it was sliced through the rock with a knife; there and back is just 2km.

Don’t 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; they can also arrange flights over just about anywhere in the Kimberley.

Bungle Bungle Guided Tours is another option, offering plane or helicopter flights over and to the park, combined with guided hikes through Cathedral Gorge, the 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 Camp Site: This southern campsite has a fine sunset viewpoint and is 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.

Stonehenge: Another fine picnic spot, Stone-henge offers a chance to step back and view the western wall of the Bungle Bungles.

Piccaninny Gorge: Strictly for serious hikers, this southern gorge involves a 30km, two- to three-day hike into the heart of the range.





Places We Love to Stay

$ Cheap       $$ Moderate       $$$ Pricey

Broome

Beaches of Broome $ An upmarket designer hostel, this fine place has dorms, air-con rooms, pool, poolside bar and bike hire.

Cable Beach Backpackers $ This place is party-central for under-30s with an attractive setting, a pool and decent facilities.

Bali Hai Resort & Spa $$$ Lush and with a touch of Zen, this small, beautiful resort has gorgeously decorated studios and villas, a spa and a cafe.

Broome Town B&B $$$ This boutique-B&B has Broome-style high-pitched roofs, wooden louvres, jarrah floors and tasteful rooms.

McAlpine House $$$ This historic place is all about lovely airy rooms, open communal areas, shady tropical verandahs and a lush canopy of mango trees, tamarind and frangipanis.

Eco Beach Wilderness Retreat $$$ Wonderfully isolated (120km southwest of Broome, above a deserted beach) and supremely comfortable, with fine-dining meals. Bliss.

Dampier Peninsula

Gumbanan Wilderness Retreat $ On unspoilt 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.

Middle Lagoon $ Surrounded by empty beaches, this camping ground with cabins is superb for swimming, snorkelling and doing nothing.

Pender Bay Campground $ Clifftop bush sites here provide exceptional views of Pender Bay and migrating whales.

Quandong Point $ Look down on a deserted beach from these bush campsites along the Lurujarri Songline.

Coulomb Point $ Take a break from everyday life at this bush camp at the blissfully remote end of the road.

Cygnet Bay Pearl Farm $$ On Bardi Jawi Country, right by Cygnet Bay, this top place has campsites, safari tents, air-con pearlers’ shacks, tours and great meals.

Coombaragin 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 the Mimbi Caves, this is a beautiful spot with bush sites, BBQs and modern amenities.

Larrawa Station $ Between Fitzroy Crossing and Halls Creek, Larrawa has basic campsites, shearers’ quarters and evening meals.

Fitzroy River Lodge $$ By the (usually dry) river, this lodge has motel rooms, safari tents, studios, grassy camp sites, a bar and restaurant.

Crossing Inn $$ In Fitzroy Crossing, with simple rooms, a bar-restaurant, a riverside location and an art gallery.

Kimberley Hotel $$ In Halls Creek, Kimberley Hotel has a range of rooms in shaded grounds with a pool and the town’s best meals.

Derby

Desert Rose $ This delightful B&B has individually styled rooms, a shady pool and a sumptuous breakfast. Anne is a knowledgeable host.

Derby Lodge $$ Set a block back from the water with motel rooms, self-contained apartments and Derby’s best restaurant.

Kimberley Cottages $$ Located out of town in a shady grove, this quiet place has good campsites.

West Kimberley

f Mount Hart Wilderness Lodge $ At this privately run lodge expect grassy campsites, rooms, safari tents, meals, swimming holes and gorges.

d Bachsten Creek Bush Camp $ This gloriously remote camping ground has cabins, BBQ pits, a camp kitchen, showers and swimming.

g Mt Elizabeth Station $ Located 338km from Derby, this working cattle property offers good campsites, rooms and meals.

e Imintji Campground $ This community-run camping ground promises shady sites and modern facilities.


North & East Kimberley

e Home Valley Station $ Amazing Home Valley is a hospitality training resort for local Balanggarra people with superb accommodation and meals.

b Drysdale River Station $ Like an oasis 59km from the Gibb, Drysdale River has two camping grounds as well as rooms and scenic flights.

Munurru Campground $ On the King Edward River, this excellent site is close to rock art and has lots of shade.

d Ellenbrae Station $ Famous for fresh scones, atmospheric Ellenbrae Station has cheap campsites and quirky stockmen’s cabins.

f Kalumburu Mission $ The church mission in Kalamburu has a camping ground, an art studio and a tiny museum.

c El Questro Station Township $ Shaded campsites close to the El Questro Station Township or, for a little extra, along the Pentecost River.

see 12 El Questro Homestead $$$ High on the cliffs above Chamberlain Gorge, these luxury rooms include gourmet meals.

see 3 Emma Gorge Resort Emma Gorge Resort $$$ The safari-tent cabins don’t quite live up to the surrounds, but there’s an open-air bar and restaurant.

Wyndham

Wyndham Caravan Park $ Laid-back park with shade, a pool and Gouldian finches and brolgas on the lawns.

Parry Creek Farm $ By a billabong 25km from Wyndham, this peaceful farm has grassy campsites, air-con rooms and a licensed cafe.

Rusty Wheelbarrow $$ Easily Wyndham’s best, this boutique B&B has terrific, elevated rooms and great breakfasts.

Kununurra & Lake Argyle

Hidden Valley Tourist Park $ Beneath the outcrops of Mirima National Park, this excellent place has campsites and cabins.

Lake Argyle Village $ Camp-sites, cabins, meals and an infinity pool – everything is great at this superbly located caravan park close to Lake Argyle.

Freshwater $$ Excellent self-contained units in Kununurra with open-air showers and an inviting pool.

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

7 Kurrajong Campsite $ In the park’s north, this dusty camping ground has simple facilities and a good location.

8 Walardi Campsite $ In Purnululu’s south, Walardi has a great position, good sunset views and decent sites, though too many noisy generators.

6 Bungle Bungle Savannah Lodge $$$ One of the best places to stay in the Kimberley, with outstanding cabins and meals.
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TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in West Coast Australia. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate West Coast Australia and get the most out of your trip.



Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Accessible Travel

Travelling in the WA Outback

Nuts & Bolts
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Arriving

Most domestic and all international travellers arrive through Perth. You can fly into or out from a number of other regional airports, although most routes will take you through Perth en route; regional Western Australian airports include Broome, Kununurra, Port Hedland, Exmouth, Geraldton, Albany and Kalgoorlie. Otherwise it’s a long drive from South Australia or the Northern Territory.
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SIM Cards

Wait to buy a SIM card in the city centre from Telstra, which has the best mobile-phone coverage across WA. Optus and Vodafone have shops in Perth Airport’s international arrivals hall.




Charging Stations

Most dining areas have charging stations; bring an international adaptor if you’re travelling from overseas. The main exception is the Virgin domestic terminal, which has very few options.




Changing Money

There are Travelex exchange counters at Perth Airport’s international arrivals hall, but they change only a small amount. You’ll get better rates from banks and forex bureaux in the city centre.




Wi-Fi

Expect fast, free wi-fi at Perth Airport; to connect you don’t need to give any personal details. Coverage reaches bus stops and Uber/taxi pick-up points but not the car park.



OTHER POINTS OF ENTRY

The busiest of Western Australia’s other airports is Broome, although its activity is seasonal: flights come and go regularly from May or June to September or October, then taper off to much quieter arrival/departure boards the rest of the year. There’s also a peak period around Christmas and New Year’s.

There are only two paved roads into WA. In the south, the epic Eyre Hwy runs across the barren Nullarbor Plain from South Australia’s Port Augusta to Perth (around 2400km). Up north, the road from Katherine in the Northern Territory to Kununurra is a more beautiful 515km stretch of tarmac.

Public transport from the airport to Perth
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Getting Around

Having your own vehicle is the best way to explore. But distances are vast and, unless you have unlimited time, it might be worth taking some internal flights.



TRAVEL COSTS

2WD/4WD rental
from $140/$220 per day

Airfare: Perth–Broome
from $400 one way

Diesel/Petrol in Perth/Broome
$1.85/$2.40 per L

Unleaded fuel in Perth/Broome
$190/$2.30 per L



Bus

Buses run along Western Australia’s main coast road between Perth and Broome, and between Perth and Kununurra or Wyndham. They’re comfortable and reliable, but long-distance intercity services rarely run more often than once a day, thereby limiting their usefulness.

The Coastal Road

The main coastal road is well main-tained and good for driving, although it’s single-lane in either direction most of the way; be mindful of large trucks, especially in the Pilbara. You’re never far from the coast, although the road does veer inland for long stretches in some areas.

4WD RENTAL

If renting a 4WD, make sure you understand where you can and can’t go. Some car-rental companies rent 4WD vehicles, but won’t allow you to take them off-road. Those that do may have restrictions on which tracks are allowed – always ask. The Gibb River Road is probably fine, but always read the rental contract’s small print. If you ignore restrictions and travel on an unauthorised unsealed road, you won’t be covered by insurance.


TIP

Avoid driving after dark. Rural roads are poorly lit and oncoming truck headlights can be disorientating. Watch for wildlife.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Speed limit: 50km/h in built-up areas, to 110km/h in rural areas

18

Legal driving age

.05%

Blood alcohol limit

Next petrol: … km

Notable road sign




The Inland Route

The main alternative to the coastal highway is the inland route, which connects Perth with Port Hedland. It leaves the coast north of Perth and crosses 1628 desert kilometres. It’s a long way between fuel stops, so fill up when and where you can.




Car Rental

One option is to drive along the coast in one direction and then fly back. Bear in mind, though, that many car-rental companies have one-way drop-off fees, which can be exorbitant.




Planes

Qantas, Virgin Australia and (to a lesser extent) Rex and Airnorth operate flights to regional airports from Perth, but rarely fly between those airports, so this limits how helpful they are for getting around. Virgin operates a Port Hedland–Broome–Kununurra service. Airnorth also flies between Broome and Kununurra.








Money

CURRENCY: AUSTRALIAN DOLLAR ($)
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Credit Cards

Credit cards are widely accepted, and they’re essential for hiring a car. They can also be used to get cash advances over the counter at banks and from many ATMs, though you’ll incur immediate interest. Diners Club and American Express (Amex) are not as widely accepted in Australia.

ATMs

Banks have ATMs in most medium-sized towns. Some outback roadhouses even have one. Some businesses allow you to take out cash at the point of sale.

Tipping

Tipping is common if the service warrants it in restaurants in Perth and the southwest, but by no means obligatory. Taxi drivers in Perth and other large towns also appreciate you rounding up the fare. In outback roadhouses, they’ll chase after you, thinking you’ve forgotten your change.

Banking Fees

Withdrawing cash through ATMs or Eftpos using a card from an overseas or different bank may attract significant fees. Check with your home bank and enquire about fee-free options.


DEBIT CARDS

A debit card allows you to draw money from your home bank account. Any card connected to the international banking network (Cirrus, Maestro, Plus and Eurocard) should work with your PIN, but expect substantial fees. Companies such as Travelex offer debit cards with set withdrawal fees and a balance you can top up from your personal bank account while on the road. Always carry a little extra cash for when your card doesn’t work, or when only cash is accepted.




HOW MUCH FOR…

Major museum entry
Usually free

Full-day tour
$100-250

Metered parking in Perth
From $6/hr

National-park day entry per car/motorcycle (incl driver & passengers)
$17/10



HOW TO… Change Money

Changing foreign currency is rarely a problem at banks and licensed money-changers such as Travelex in Perth or Broome. Banks in most other areas won’t want to get stuck with foreign currency they can’t shift, so don’t rely on changing money anywhere beyond these two places. The only exceptions may be areas with high tourist traffic, such as Exmouth or Margaret River.
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LOCAL TIP

Just about everywhere, contactless payment and Apple Pay are the norm. But always have a Plan B (eg cash) in case connections are down.








Accommodations

Where to Stay

Perth, the southwest and Broome have by far the largest and most varied selection of places to stay. Elsewhere, your options are likely limited to motels, caravan parks and possibly an in-town apartment or B&B. In some areas that receive large numbers of tourists, such as Exmouth, the Ningaloo Reef or Broome, expect a resort or two.
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Glamping

A growing number of camping options include safari-style glamping tents. These have large en suite, permanent tents with proper beds, room enough to walk around in, a private deck and sometimes an outdoor shower. They’re a growing trend, but for now you’ll find them in places such as Bridgetown, Balingup, Woody Island, the Kimberley, Cape Range National Park and Karijini National Park.

Caravan Parks

A night in a caravan park is a quintessentially Australian travel experience. If you’re towing your own caravan or driving a campervan, you’ll have a choice of powered or unpowered sites. Most caravan parks also have cabins and campsites for those with their own tent, and some have on-site caravans for rent. The better ones have shade, swimming pools and children’s playgrounds.

The Aussie Motel

The roadside motel is an Aussie classic, originally imported from the US. Most are serviceable and without a whole lot of character, but fine for the night. Others rise above their humble origins. All have en suite bathrooms and some have a swimming pool. In the better ones, rooms have a small fridge and a microwave oven.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

Unpowered campsite
$30

Two-bedroom apartment
$150-250

Motel double room
$120-200




Advance Bookings

Advance bookings are always recommended. Remember, too, that many places in the north also close entirely out of season. Useful websites include Camps Australia (campsaustraliawide.com), Go Camping (gocampingaustralia.com) and Farmstay Camping Australia (farmstaycampingaustralia.com.au). If you’re doing a lot of caravanning, chain organisations such as Big4 Holiday Parks, Discovery Holiday Parks and Top Tourist Parks offer member discounts.



STATION STAYS

A whole world of legend swirls around the Australian cattle station, and Western Australia certainly has its share of vast, working stations. In those that offer overnight stays, options vary from shared accommodation in converted former shearers’ quarters to more luxurious quarters in the homesteads that once formed (or still do) the headquarters around which station life revolved. Some also offer camping areas. You’ll find station stays scattered across northern WA, especially in the Kimberley, close to Shark Bay, along the Ningaloo Coast and in some outback areas.






Family Travel

With great (and largely predictable) weather for much of the year, beaches and big open spaces, Western Australia is a wonderful place to travel with kids. Because of the distances involved, planning is everything. But there’s so much for kids to enjoy, not to mention plenty of outdoor activities that end up being memorable shared family experiences.


Beaches & Surfing

So much of WA’s appeal is tied to the coast. Kids can learn to surf at Scarborough, Yallingup and Geraldton, while Perth has lots of family-friendly beaches, with others at Shark Bay, Monkey Mia, parts of the Quobba Coast and down in the state’s southwest. Shark Bay and Perth in particular are also outstanding for calm-water snorkelling.


Eating as a Family

Dining with kids in WA rarely causes any hassles. Families are made to feel welcome just about everywhere. Most places can supply highchairs. Dedicated kids menus are common, if generally uninspiring. Many picnic spots have free barbecues.



Wildlife & Indigenous Tours

West Coast Australia is custom-made for family-friendly wildlife tourism. From Albany to Broome, you can board a boat to go looking for whales, and there are excellent wildlife parks in Perth and close to Broome. Wildlife watching can overlap with Indigenous tours, where adults and children alike learn a whole new way of looking at the places they visit.


Family-Friendly Accommodation

Every town across West Coast Australia has at least one caravan park as well as motels, many with a swimming pool. Rooms or cabins often have interconnecting rooms that are ideal for families.




BEST ATTRACTIONS FOR FAMILIES

Surfing & Beaches

Learn to surf or swim at a beach pool at Scarborough.

Whale Watching

See the humpbacks from many places, including Perth.

Quokkas

Get up close with the quokkas of Rottnest Island.

Forest Treetops

Climb into the forest canopy in the Valley of the Giants.

Kayak with Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures

Kayak dolphin-rich waters in Shark Bay.

Explore with Ngurrangga Tours

Hear ancient Pilbara stories from a First Nations guide.
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BABIES & TODDLERS

Perth and most major towns have public rooms where parents can change nappies; check with the local visitor centre. Most Western Australians are relaxed about public breast-feeding or nappy changing: a parent using the open boot of a car as a nappy-changing platform is a common sight!

Little kids and babies do require car seats in WA (as with elsewhere in Australia). All the big car-rental agencies can supply these (for a fee), but reserve them well in advance. You may have to install them yourself. You can also bring your own.

Baby food, formula and disposable nappies are widely available.






Health & Safe Travel

TRAVEL INSURANCE

Although many travellers take trips without it, travel insurance is not a luxury. A good policy will cover you for cancellations, accidents and so much more. Remember that some policies specifically exclude certain ‘dangerous activities’, even including scuba diving, skiing and bushwalking – check the fine print of your policy and make sure you’re covered.
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Australian Health Care

Australia has an excellent health-care system, with a mix of private clinics and hospitals complementing a public system funded by the Australian government. Medicare covers Australian residents for essential health care. Visitors from countries with which Australia has a reciprocal health-care agreement are able to access Medicare. Nevertheless, private travel insurance is recommended.

Medications in Australia

Painkillers, antihistamines for allergies and skincare products are widely available without the need for a prescription at pharmacies throughout Australia. Some medications readily available over the counter in other countries, however, are only available by prescription, such as the oral contraceptive pill and antibiotics. If you take regular medication, bring a prescription from home.


TAP WATER

Water is generally drinkable in Australia and is usually signposted if it is not safe; drink bottled water in remote towns.



SUMMER SAFETY
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Walking
Drink 1L of water per hour if walking
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Swimming
Look for the red and yellow flags and swim between them
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Sunbathing
Use SPF50+ sunscreen

Health Care in Remote Areas

In Western Australia’s remote locations, it’s possible there will be a significant delay in emergency services reaching you in the event of a serious accident or illness. Do not underestimate the vast distances between most major outback towns; an increased level of preparation and self-reliance is essential. The Royal Flying Doctor Service (flyingdoctor.org.au) provides medical services for remote communities.


DANGER IN THE HEAT

Heatstroke is a severe illness and is a true medical emergency, with heating of the brain leading to disorientation, hallucinations and seizures. Symptoms include dizziness, fainting, fatigue, nausea or vomiting. The skin is usually pale, cool and clammy. Treatment consists of rest in a cool, shady place and fluid replacement with water or diluted sports drinks.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast (7-9am, later on weekends) Typically toast, fruit with yoghurt or cereal at home, or bacon, eggs and avocado on sourdough toast if eating out. And coffee. Lots of coffee.

Lunch (noon-2pm) Anything from a salad, sandwich or sushi on the go to a pub lunch.

Dinner (6-9pm) Ranging 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: Aussie cafes are known for their good coffee and breakfast menus.

Markets: Most farmers markets have street-food vendors.

Pubs: Many pubs have cheaper food specials on certain nights (eg steak night).

RSLs and surf clubs: Great places for a budget pub-style feed; you may need to become a member for the day (free).
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MENU DECODER

Pie: Always savoury, and purchased from a bakery or cafe. Sweet pies are identified by name (eg lemon meringue pie).

Brunch: Going out for breakfast on the weekend, any time from 7am but often later.

Parmi or parma: Pub staple of crumbed chicken fillet topped with Parma ham, 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.

Barbie: Barbecue. Anything from sausages to steaks, burgers, seafood and/or veggies.

Snags: Sausages. Usually beef, sometimes chicken but rarely pork. Prime barbecue food, especially if you’re on a budget.



HOW TO… 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’, ask what you can bring. If your host says ‘nothing’, bring your own drinks anyway, as well as a bottle for the host. If they say ‘nibbles’, nice dips and chips (crisps), or a cheese plate, are safe bets. If they say ‘whatever you want to cook’, bring your protein (or veggies) of choice.

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 A…

Caffe latte
$5

Pie at a bakery
$6

Cafe breakfast or lunch dish
$15-30

Schooner of craft beer
$10-15

Glass of good wine at a bar
$15+

Deli sandwich
$10-15

Pub meal
$20-30

Three-course meal at a good restaurant
$80-125



HOW TO… The Art of Drinking Like an Aussie

Australian attitudes to alcohol are changing. That said, most Aussies love a drink, with 5% enjoying a boozy beverage every day.

When people go out to drink, they usually like to start early. Aussies are fans of weekend day drinking, which might see them ‘call it a night’ by dinnertime. They’re also partial to happy hours, which typically run from 4pm until 5pm or 6pm.

While most WA pubs tend to get busy from around 6pm, some city bars, especially in Perth, don’t get going until around 8pm. Most pubs and bars close by midnight or earlier, especially in smaller towns, but some big-city venues open until as late as 3am.

Most pubs and bars in southern WA have craft beers on tap along with traditional big-brand lagers, cider, and increasingly, non-alcoholic options. You’ll have less choice up north. A ‘beer’ in WA is usually a schooner (425mL).

No one orders ‘a beer’ – be specific about which beer you want. Ordering is always, with rare exceptions, done at the bar, and tipping is not 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.
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Australians drink more wine than beer. Two-thirds of Australians drink alcohol regularly, with 41.3% drinking wine over an average four weeks, and 37.6% drinking beer over the same period.




BUSH TUCKER

For centuries, First Nations people of West Coast Australia lived off the land, including communities who lived in seemingly inhospitable regions of the desert interior. What sustained them was what we now know as bush tucker.

Bush tucker usually refers to the gathering (rather than hunting) practices of traditional First Nations hunting-and-gathering society: some remain staples of those living in remote areas, including bush tomatoes, bush onions and bush potatoes. Others have been appropriated by Perth eateries eager to pay homage to traditional food sources, such as quandongs, desert limes, lemon myrtle, wattleseed or saltbush. Balthazar restaurant is an excellent example.

The gathering of bush foods is increasingly a focus of WA First Nations–run tours. Examples include the following.

Perth The self-guided Boodja Gnarning Walk highlights bush tucker and medicinal trees.

Margaret River Bushtucker Tours and Koomal Dreaming add a whole new layer to the region’s food obsessions with their bush-tucker trips.

Bunbury You’ll find bush foods and traditional medicinal plants with Ngalang Wongi Aboriginal Cultural Tours.

Kalgoorlie Goldfields Honey Ant Tours will take you looking for eponymous honey ants and other bush delicacies.

Shark Bay Wula Gura Nyinda Eco Adventures runs tours with a bush-tucker component.

Pilbara Ngurrangga Tours puts bush tucker front and centre in Millstream Chichester National Park and elsewhere.

Dampier Peninsula Bundy’s Tours takes you night fishing and teaches about the role of bush foods in traditional life.

Great Northern Highway At the Mimbi Caves, Girloorloo Tours covers bush tucker and traditional medicines.








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.
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Aboriginal-Owned Tours

Wherever possible, go on a tour guided by an Indigenous guide. If the company is Aboriginal-owned, all the better. Western Australian Indigenous Tourism Operators Council (WAITOC) is a fabulous resource for finding Aboriginal-owned and Indigenous-run tours.

First Nations Knowledge

Australia’s First Nations have lived in harmony with the landscape for millennia. Learn more about their connection to healthy country on tours in Perth, Shark Bay, the Pilbara and elsewhere.


When purchasing First Nations art, always make sure that proceeds from the sale go directly to the artist. Buy from Aboriginal-owned and run art centres and stores adhering to the Indigenous Art Code (indigenousartcode.org).




Wherever possible, hike, kayak or cycle to explore your natural surroundings. Take tours that aim for low or zero carbon emissions through their activities.
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ELECTRIC VEHICLES

Car-rental companies are increasingly offering electric vehicles for hire. Charging stations are still a little thin on the ground north of Perth, but it’s certainly an option in and around Perth and the southwest.


CAR POOLING

If you plan to drive, consider sharing a vehicle with other travellers. It’s a fun way to meet other people, as well as reducing each person’s individual carbon footprint from excursions.

Volunteer in Broome

Volunteer conservation postings are offered by Roebuck Bay Working Group, Broome Bird Observatory and Environs Kimberley. Visit their websites, or check if they have a stall at Broome’s weekly Courthouse Markets.

National-Park Volunteering

The government Parks and Wildlife Service (dbca.wa.gov.au/parks-and-wildlife-service) offers everything from turtle tagging at Ningaloo Marine Park to feral-animal control at Shark Bay. Click on the ‘Get Involved’ tab, then ‘Volunteer’.
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Monkey Mia

At Monkey Mia Marine Reserve, you can volunteer to work full time with dolphins for between four and 14 days – apply several months in advance (email monkeymiavolunteers@dbca.wa.gov.au). Inform yourself about the work they do before you sign up.


Monkey Mia is famous for dolphin feeding, but scientists are divided over its impact. See.




One of Western Australia’s best craft beers, Rocky Ridge is also its most sustainable; the microbrewery is net-zero.



Gabyon Station

Northeast of Geraldton, Gabyon Station (gabyon.com.au) is a working sheep station that accepts volunteers as part of the WWOOF program. Participants do a few hours of work each day in return for bed and board.


Dirk Hartog Island is the ultimate low-impact destination. Only 20 tourist vehicles are allowed on the island at a time, all non-native predators have been removed, and formerly extinct species are being reintroduced.




RESOURCES

Lifeunhurried.com
Book sustainable stays across Australia.
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Seasonalfoodguide.com
See local foods by season and lists of farmers markets.
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GoodFish.org.au
Access the consumer directory for sustainable seafood.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

As with much of Australia, people in the west are generally open-minded about homosexuality, although rural areas tend to be more conservative in their opinions. Perth has the state’s only gay and lesbian venues and its small scene is centred around Northbridge. Perth, Albany and Broome have annual Pride celebrations, with smaller scenes emerging in towns like Margaret River, Denmark and Bunbury.


Useful Resources

Planet Dwellers (planetdwellers.com.au) Australia-wide LGBTIQ+-focused travel agency and tour operator.

Out in Perth (outinperth.com) Extensive coverage of local gay issues and a good place to take the pulse of the local LGBTIQ+ scene.

QNews (qnews.com.au) LGBTIQ+ media organisation celebrating diverse stories, with info on upcoming events and Pride celebrations.

Queer Perth (queerperth.com) Community news, events and general info on Perth’s queer scene.

Pride WA (pridewa.com.au) Arts and culture organisation with Pride events and much more.

Visit Gay Australia (visitgayaustralia.com.au/destinations/western-australia) Lists WA members offering accommodation and tours, focusing on Perth, Margaret River and Broome.
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Pride Fest

Every November, just as the weather’s starting to warm up, Pride WA puts on this 10-day festival, which culminates in the Pride Parade. It’s nowhere near the same scale as Sydney’s Mardi Gras, but the costumes are just as extravagant.




OUTBACK ATTITUDES

With the possible exception of the southwest, the further you stray from urban WA, the more likely you are to encounter prejudice or discomfort with the idea of LGBTIQ+ couples. While discrimination based on sexual orientation is illegal in Australia, outback pubs or roadhouses tend to be pretty conservative; until you’re sure of your surroundings, be discreet and keep public displays of affection to a minimum.



BROOME PRIDE

Broome takes a typically sideways, all-in glance at the whole Pride concept: look forward to drag queens on camels, over-the-top cabaret, lots of double entendre and lots of glitter. It all happens in March, around the same time as Sydney’s famous Mardi Gras.

SAME-SEX MARRIAGE

Same-sex marriages are now legally recognised in Australia after the question was finally put to a national poll/postal survey in November 2017. Looking to get hitched down under? Pink Wedding Australia (pinkweddingaustralia.com) is one of several LGBTIQ+ wedding directories.


Albany Pride

One of West Coast Australia’s newest Pride events, Albany Pride (albanypridefestival.com.au) begins with a Welcome to Country ceremony, hosts art exhibitions and culminates in the usual fun parade. It runs from late February into early March.








Accessible Travel

Disability awareness in WA is excellent. Legislation requires that new accommodation meet accessibility standards, and discrimination by tourism operators is illegal. Many of the state’s key attractions provide access for those with limited mobility and an increasing number are addressing the needs of visitors with vision or hearing impairments.



Airport

Larger airports can provide assistance for those with accessibility needs, sensory or learning disabilities, or travellers with assistance animals; it’s best to request assistance from your airline in advance. Visit casa.gov.au/operations-safety-and-travel for more info.




Accommodation

Legislation requires new accommodation to 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 inclusivity and accessibility.



Accessible Beaches

Use the Accessible Beaches (accessiblebeaches.com) directory to locate beaches with matting, beach wheelchair hire, accessible parking and more. All of the listed beaches are close to Perth or the southwest.

Accessible Travel Agents

Providers like Amplify Accessible Travel Specialists (amplifyats.com.au) and Melbourne-based TravAbility (travability.travel) can unlock possibi-lities that standard travel agencies and tour operators don’t know about.


RESOURCES

National Public Toilet Map (toiletmap.gov.au) Lists public toilets around WA, including those with wheelchair access.

Tourism Australia (tourism.australia.com) The corporate arm of the tourism board has a handy directory of resources and contacts.

Tourism WA (westernaustralia.com) Website highlighting all accessible listings (accommodation, restaurants, tours etc).

Travel Without Limits (travewithoutlimits.com.au) Australia’s first and only disability-specific travel magazine.



Public Toilets

Most public toilets in WA are either wheelchair-accessible or have a wheelchair-friendly cubicle (check toiletmap.gov.au). Travellers with high support needs can also access Changing Places (changingplaces.org.au) toilets in major cities.

Kalbarri Skywalk

Although most trails in Kalbarri National Park are not accessible, one of the best is: the track from the car park to Kalbarri Skywalk, and the lookout itself, are wheelchair-accessible.

HIDDEN DISABILITIES SUNFLOWER

Launched in the UK, 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 at hdsunflower.com/au/find-the-sunflower.


In addition to adapted facilities – toilets, cinemas, buses, taxis, trains, ferries, kerb ramps, tactile indicators and crossings with audible signals – Perth also has wheelchair rental available, and beaches have Sandcruisers and floating wheelchairs.








Travelling in the WA Outback

There’s no better way to explore the outback than by going beyond where the paved road ends. Whenever you do so, however, it creates a whole new set of considerations that you need to think about.


2WD or 4WD?

You could travel from one end of Western Australia to the other without ever leaving the paved road, and a 2WD is sufficient for this. But for anything longer than a few kilometres on unsealed roads, you should rent a 4WD. Apart from safety reasons for both you and your 2WD, if you have an accident on an unsealed road you won’t be covered by insurance.

The main areas where you’ll need a 4WD are in the Kimberley (including most of the Gibb River Road), Duncan Road, Purnululu National Park, Karijini National Park, Millstream Chichester National Park, Francois Peron National Park, Dirk Hartog Island and Burringurrah (Mt Augustus).

The Gibb River Road

West Coast Australia’s most exciting 4WD adventure is the Gibb River Road. From Derby to Kununurra (or in reverse), it’s usually open from 1 May until 30 September or (sometimes) into October. Of the Gibb’s 660km, perhaps 200km have been sealed. But you’ll still need a 4WD because the Gibb requires a series of river crossings (which are generally deeper early in the season). And many of the Gibb’s most appealing adventures lie down long side roads, none of which have tarmac.

GENERAL 4WD ADVICE

• Be wary of one-way rental costs, when, for example, renting in Broome and dropping a car off in Darwin. Such fees can exceed $1000.

• Mobile-phone coverage is often non-existent in between towns. Always carry a satellite phone; most 4WD specialist companies rent them.

• Carry emergency supplies of water (5L of drinking water per person per day), non-perishable food and a jerrycan of fuel.

• Never drive on roads that are closed – you won’t be covered by insurance.

• If you get stuck, or your vehicle breaks down, stay with your vehicle.

• Always fill your fuel tank whenever you have the chance.

• Never drive at night.

• Check road conditions with Main Roads WA (mainroads.wa.gov.au) and weather conditions via the Bureau of Meteorology (bom.gov.au).
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YOUR DEPOSIT OR BOND

When you rent a vehicle, you pay a deposit. This can range from $500 for a small 2WD vehicle for a week’s rental to $6000 for a three-week 4WD camper. Most car-rental companies take an imprint of your credit card or block the amount. But increasingly, 4WD specialist companies make you pay the full amount because, they say, too many renters damage their vehicle and then cancel the credit card before payment can be taken. Under this arrangement, it can take at least 28 days to refund the deposit.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Cafes 7am–4pm

Post offices 9am–5pm Monday to Friday; some 9am–noon Saturday

Pubs and bars Pubs 11am–midnight (food service typically noon–2pm and 6–8pm); bars 4pm–late

Restaurants Lunch noon–2pm; dinner 6–9pm (often later)

Shops 9am–5pm Monday to Saturday (to 9pm Friday in Perth), 11am–5pm Sunday

Petrol stations 7am–10pm; some open 24 hours

Banks 9.30am–4pm Monday to Thursday, 9.30am–5pm Friday

Supermarkets 7am/8am–8pm

Smoking

Smoking is banned on public transport and planes, in cars carrying children, between the flags at patrolled beaches, within 10m of playgrounds, in government buildings and within bars and clubs, though permitted in some courtyard areas. Although many Australians are casual or occasional smokers, it’s generally frowned upon in most scenarios. Cost also plays a factor: you could pay $50 for a pack of 20.


Weights & Measures
The metric system is used across West Coast Australia.

Internet Access
Good in urban areas; unreliable, nonexistent or restricted to motel lobbies in regional areas.

Toilets
There is no charge for using public toilets throughout WA. Check out the National Public Toilet Map (toiletmap.gov.au).




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone Australian Western Standard Time (AWST) GMT +8 hours

Country calling code +61

Emergency number 000

Population (WA) 2.85 million



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day
1 January

Australia Day
26 January

Labour Day
First Monday in March

Easter
(Good Friday to Easter Monday inclusive) late March/early April

Anzac Day
25 April

Western Australia Day
First Monday in June

King’s Birthday
Last Monday in September

Christmas Day
25 December

Boxing Day
26 December

Electricity

230V/50Hz

Australia has a three-prong socket (it is different from the British one)
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THE EAST COAST AUSTRALIA

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of West Coast Australian life





A History of West Coast Australia in 15 Places

Trace WA history from Noongar Creation stories to the present day

Anthony Ham

Meet the Western Australians

Get to know the locals

Rosamund Brennan

The Story of First Nations Art

The oldest stories in Australia

Anthony Ham

All the Right Notes

The sound of the world’s most isolated city

 Rosamund Brennan

Biodiversity in Western Australia

Confronting Australia’s extinction crisis

Anthony Ham

Bush Tucker: Using First Foods

Cooking with native ingredients

Max Veenhuyzen
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A HISTORY OF WEST COAST AUSTRALIA IN
15 PLACES

West Coast Australia is where Australia’s history is often being rewritten, from the pushing back of dates for the presence of First Nations people to a re-evaluation of Australia’s ‘discovery’ by European explorers. It’s one of the country’s more layered historical stories, not to mention an epic dating back nearly 50,000 years. By Anthony Ham


WESTERN AUSTRALIA’S STORY is a suitably grand tale for a vast region that, were it a country, would be the world’s 10th-largest.

No one knows for sure when the ancestors of today’s First Nations peoples first began living here. The most recent estimate puts the figure at a remarkable 47,000 years ago, but no one expects that figure to remain the same for long, as recent discoveries and scientific techniques push that date back even further. Either way, it’s a very long time; the stories from some communities in the Pilbara recall when the region was covered in forests. The soulful, timeless connection of First Nations people to the land remains at the heart of West Coast Australia’s story, with numerous opportunities for you to tap into that knowledge while you’re here.

Of course, everything changed after Dutchman Dirk Hartog sighted the shores of WA in 1616. The British later settled Albany in 1826, then Perth in 1829, sparking conflict with its Noongar inhabitants. By the mid-19th century, Fremantle was a penal colony, and WA boomed with the 1880s discovery of gold and pearls, then suffered through wars. The state’s prosperity and immense mineral wealth remain inextricably linked as the years tick by.

1. Perth

NOONGAR CREATION STORIES IN PERTH

Perth (Boorlo) lies on the ancestral lands of the Noongar people. They believe that at the dawn of time, during a period sometimes referred to as the Dreaming, the creator spirit known as the Rainbow Serpent (Wagyl) created Deribal Yerrigan (the Swan River). When human beings appeared on Earth, the Swan became an important source of food and water, and a deeply spiritual site that was the focus of traditional ceremonies for as long as the Noongar can remember. It was that same abundance that inspired European settlers to found the city of Perth here.

For more on Perth’s Indigenous heritage, see here

2. Hamelin Pool

A TOUCHSTONE FROM DEEP TIME

In the southernmost reaches of Shark Bay, at a place called Hamelin Pool, there survives a colony of stromatolites. These coral-like formations made from cyanobacteria are almost identical to organisms that existed 3.5 billion years ago: they offer a glimpse of the Earth’s earliest life forms.

They survive here (and very few other places on Earth) because of the extremely high salt content in Shark Bay. There were barely any other life forms so long ago, and through their use of photosynthesis they were responsible for creating our current atmosphere, thereby paving the way for all other, more complex life forms that came after.

For more on visting the stromatolites, see here

3. Murujuga National Park

OPEN A WINDOW ONTO ANCIENT HISTORY

At least 47,000 years ago, the ancestors of today’s First Nations peoples left their mark upon the rock walls of the Burrup Peninsula in what we now know as the Pilbara. They did the same across the Kimberley. It’s likely, in fact, that these rock-art pictures were carved earlier – as the science of carbon dating gets more accurate, the age of such artefacts gets older. Since these artists created their works, the Pilbara and much of West Coast Australia has gone through massive climatic changes; the oral histories of local First Nations peoples tell stories of a time when rainforests were everywhere.

For more on Murujuga National Park, see here

4. Mitchell Plateau

A GREEN AND PLEASANT KIMBERLEY

In the remote north of the Kimberley, the two rock-art sites known as Munurru, close to Mitchell Falls, date back anywhere between 12,000 and 45,000 years. Known for their depictions of Wandjina (a rainmaker spirit) and stylised human figures known as Gwion Gwion, they tell a story of a sophisticated First Nations civilisation. As the art tells us, the Kimberley was home to complicated societies in which art and ceremony played a central role in daily life in a land blessed with unimaginable abundance.

For more on Mitchell Plateau, see here

5. Dirk Hartog Island

THE DUTCH MAKE LANDFALL

For decades Australian schoolchildren were taught that Captain James Cook ‘dis-covered’ Australia when he sailed into Sydney Harbour in 1770. But 154 years earlier, in 1616, Dutch explorer Dirk Hartog landed on the island that would later bear his name. Hartog left a record of his landing inscribed on a pewter plate (now in Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum), nailed to a post at a site now known as Cape Inscription, in the north of the island. An initiative known as the 1616 Project is returning to the island animals that are extinct in the wild elsewhere in Australia – a symbol of returning the natural world to its pre-European state.

For more on Dirk Hartog Island, see here
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6. Kalbarri

AUSTRALIA’S FIRST EUROPEAN SETTLERS?

In 1629, the Dutch ship Batavia sank off the Houtman Abrolhos Islands. When the ship’s captain, Francisco Pelsaert, sailed away to find help, mutinous crewmen went on a killing rampage of the ship’s passengers. Upon his return, the captain executed the ringleaders and exiled two young men, Wouter Loos and Jan Pelgrom, to shore. They arrived on the mainland just south of Kalbarri, making them the first Europeans to settle on Australian soil. It’s not known what happened to them, but it is believed that they lived out their lives with local First Nations people.

For more on Kalbarri and the Batavia , see here


7. Albany

WA’S OLDEST TOWN

After the initial ‘discovery’ of Australia by Dutch explorers in 1616, European ships regularly sailed along Australia’s west coast. By one estimate, more than 60 ships passed along the southern and southwestern coast. Aside from a few skirmishes, most encounters with local First Nations people were friendly. Finally, in 1826, on the lands of the Minang Noongar and Wagyl Kaip peoples, the British founded a military outpost at Albany, making it the oldest permanent settlement anywhere in WA. Despite the Dutch being the first to explore the Perth and Rottnest Island in the late 17th century, Perth was not established until 1829, three years after Albany.

For more on Albany, see here

8. Fremantle

A PRISON COLONY

By 1834, growing colonial interest in the west saw increasing conflict between colonial soldiers and settlers and local First Nations peoples. Perth and the surrounding area were of particular interest, which would prove catastrophic for the Noongar people. A punitive expedition culminated in the 1834 Battle of Pinjarra (which lies near Mandurah, south of Perth): at least 30 Noongar were killed. With control established over the following years, the colonial authorities began to ship male convicts to Fremantle in 1850. The growing settlement saw the construction of key historical buildings, such as Fremantle Prison, Government House, today’s Fremantle Arts Centre and Perth Town Hall.

For more on Fremantle, see here

9. Kalgoorlie

GOLD CHANGES EVERYTHING

WA’s first gold discoveries occurred in the Kimberley and the Pilbara in the later years of the 19th century. These were followed by massive finds in Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie, the latter in 1893. Almost overnight, the town became fabulously rich, and this was reflected in the construction of the town’s magnificent public buildings, many of which remain in situ to this day. The gold discoveries became less frequent, the town’s prosperity slowed, and the hangers-on moved on to the next boomtown, especially after WWI. But despite all of this, Kalgoorlie remains the largest producer of gold in Australia.

For more on Kalgoorlie, see here

10. Broome

PEARLING OUTPOST OF THE NORTH

As the 19th century drew to a close, WA’s far north was a largely lawless frontier dominated by vast, isolated cattle stations and remote Indigenous communities. Broome was officially founded in 1893, but it was a tiny collection of ramshackle buildings, an 1880s-era jetty and an uneasy mix of Japanese, Chinese, Malay, Muslim and local First Nations people, drawn by the uncertain riches of the dangerous pearling industry. Unlike the Pilbara pearling town of Cossack, which was abandoned by the 1950s, Broome took root, thanks to its strategic location between the Kimberley and the Pilbara.

For more on Broome, see here

11. Kalumburu

CHURCH MISSIONS & FIRST NATIONS PEOPLE

The First Nations groups of the Kimberley have lived in the area for tens of thousands of years. Although European explorers and Malaccan traders and fishermen from Asia had explored the Kimberley coast for centuries, gold prospectors, those on the run from the law and cattle-station owners were the only Europeans to penetrate the interior.

It was not until 1908 that Benedictine missionaries established Kalumburu Mission, making it the northernmost settlement in WA. With the exception of small First Nations settlements in the inner reaches of the Great Sandy Desert, Kalumburu’s founding marked the final act of colonising West Coast Australia.

For more on Kalumburu, see here

12. Geraldton

WWII DISASTER

It’s a little-known WWII story, but several towns in WA’s north, including Broome, were bombed by Japanese planes during the war. In readiness for an invasion that never came, but in service to supply Allied forces in Asia, Fremantle became an Allied naval base, with an air force and a US submarine refuelling base established at Learmonth, near Exmouth. But the greatest loss of life occurred off Geraldton in 1941, when the HMAS Sydney (II) went down after a battle with the German raider Kormoran; all 645 Australian crewmen died. Geraldton has a moving memorial and an excellent museum exhibit dedicated to this, one of Australia’s worst-ever maritime disasters.

For more on Geraldton, see here
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13. Kununurra

OPENING UP THE NORTH

In 1963, one of the most ambitious develop-ment projects in Australia in the mid-20th century finally came online. With the damming of Lake Argyle, the Ord River Irrigation Scheme transformed the West Kimberley into one of the bread baskets of Australia’s Top End. With tiny Kununurra as the service town, Lake Argyle became Australia’s second-largest human-made reservoir, with enough water to fill Sydney Harbour 18 times over. By bringing Kununurra and the surrounding area into the heart of the country’s economy, it went a long way towards ending the region’s famed isolation.

For more on Kununurra, see here

14. Carnarvon

THE SPACE RACE

In the 1960s, when the US and the Soviet Union were engaged in a much-publicised race into outer space, provincial Carnarvon, on the central WA coast, became an unlikely major player. In 1966 NASA built the OTC Satellite Earth Station (or OTC Dish) at the edge of Carnarvon, and it would go on to play an important role in tracking both the Gemini and Apollo space missions and relaying information on to NASA HQ in Houston, the latter resulting in the first moon landing in 1969. The site operated until 1987 and it can now be experienced at the terrific Carnarvon Space & Technology Museum.

For more on Carnarvon, see here

15. Ningaloo Reef

WA’S NEWEST UNESCO SITE

In 2011 Ningaloo Reef became a UNESCO World Heritage Site, joining other world-class WA natural wonders Purnululu National Park (inscribed on the list in 2003) and Shark Bay (1991). The only other WA site on the list is the joint Australian Convict Sites listing, which WA shares with other states. Although not yet added to the list, Murujuga National Park is slated for nomination over the coming years. In the meantime, Ningaloo’s combination of marine life, pristine coastline and decent levels of protections made it a worthy inclusion, not to mention it’s the only coral reef of its size that fringes the west coast of a continent.

For more on Ningaloo Reef, see here




MEET THE
WESTERN AUSTRALIANS

Beyond its endless blue skies and white-sand beaches, the prosperous state of Western Australia is home to a surprisingly diverse mix of cultures. ROSAMUND BRENNAN introduces her people.


[image: map]

YUNI PALMER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

‘IF WESTERN AUSTRALIANS were any more laid-back, we’d be lying down,’ I found myself joking recently to a friend visiting from overseas. But it’s a statement that rings true for the 2.9 million people who live across this vast, sun-drenched landmass flanking the Indian Ocean.

Western Australians are known for their easy-going nature, dry, sarcastic humour, fondness of a beer or two and worship of Australian Rules Football. With eight hours of sunshine per day year-round, the state’s capital, Perth, is one of the world’s sunniest cities, and its 2.2 million residents lap up the abundance of daylight hours with boating, fishing, surfing, camping and beach-going. There’s a reason we’re colloquially called ‘sand-gropers’, after the burrowing insect found in the sandy soil of the region.

Geographically, Western Australia is enormous and diverse – 10 times larger than the UK and four times the size of Texas, with terrain ranging from tall timber forests to sparse, arid deserts. And its population is just as multifaceted. The state has the highest born-overseas population in Australia at 34%, with a majority of migrants coming from England, New Zealand, India, South Africa and the Philippines.
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Three percent of the population consists of First Nations people from more than 60 language groups, whose connection to the land stretches back some 60,000 years. Despite the violent history of colonisation, Indigenous customs still thrive across the state – from the Wanga, a traditional dance performed by the Miriwoong people of the Kimberley, to the bush medicine of the Noongar people in the southwest.

Home to the world’s largest deposits of iron ore, Western Australia is a global mining powerhouse. The sector employs more than 155,000 people, many of whom are known as ‘FIFOs’ (fly-in-fly-out workers); and easily spotted at airports and pubs with their high-visibility fluoro shirts and steel-cap boots. Our strong labour market continues to attract interstate and international workers, with Western Australia’s population growing faster than any other state.
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Despite its bounty of wealth and natural beauty, the state has some growing fault lines. In 2023, 60% of the nation voted no in a referendum that would alter the constitution to recognise the First Peoples of Australia through the establishment of an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Voice (a committee providing non-binding advice to government). This move set back efforts to address the gaping inequalities First Nations people face. Meanwhile, Western Australia is particularly vulnerable to climate change, yet the state’s greenhouse gas emissions continue to climb.

But that certainly doesn’t stop sand-gropers revelling in the spoils of this isolated paradise. And why should they? All the trimmings of the good life are found here – shorts weather almost year-round, fire-engine red sunsets over the sea, excellent food and wine, a life lived outdoors and on the open road. And just about every culture under the sun to enjoy it with.
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Who and How Many?

With a population of 2.9 million, Western Australia is the most multicultural state in Australia. Thirty-four percent of its populace was born overseas – primarily in England, New Zealand, India, South Africa and the Philippines.


A HARD PLACE TO LEAVE

I moved to Perth from Tasmania with my family when I was just five years old. We lived in a rambling 1930s-era stone house in Darlington, a leafy, semi-rural suburb in the foothills of the Darling Ranges. It was an idyllic childhood filled with bush walks through towering eucalypts, picking nectarines from our garden and eating lunch on the verandah surrounded by squawking black cockatoos.

As I got older, my writing and curiosity led me to live across the globe in Sydney, Paris, London and Berlin, but something kept drawing me back to the comforting topographies of home; its waterways, its warmth, its simplicity, and that enormous, cloudless sky.

I now live in the beachside suburb of Fremantle in a little warehouse apartment fringed with banksia trees. I feel incredibly grounded here. Most importantly, my house is a ten-minute walk to that sparkling aquamarine coastline, an enduring compass for us sandgropers.






THE STORY OF
FIRST NATIONS ART

Welcome to one of the oldest stories in Australia. First Nations art in Western Australia dates back 47,000 years. And it’s still evolving. By Anthony Ham


FIRST NATIONS ART may be big business, but it is, first and foremost, an expression of culture through visual storytelling. No one knows why the first artists at what we now know as Murujuga National Park, on the Burrup Peninsula in the Pilbara, carved out their images, but we can be pretty sure that it wasn’t for commercial gain. In fact, most experts believe that it was a form of storytelling for the artists, of recording and making sense of the world around them. Ask most First Nations artists at work today and chances are that most would say the same.

That the story begins with rock art is important. Many of the images are forerunners to much of what you see painted today. It also represents an unbroken thread between artistic impression and cultural life in the same way that First Nations art does this today.

And yet WA’s First Nations artists, and the artistic movement to which they contribute, are anything but static. Like First Nations culture itself, modern Indigenous artists are as varied as the state’s First Nations communities. It’s an incredibly diverse, often irresistible mix.

The Role of Rock Art

The story of WA’s rock art begins at least 47,000 years ago with the rock engravings of the Burrup Peninsula. With more than a million engravings (petroglyphs) spread across the peninsula, and with some of the more recent depictions just a few thousand years old, the story spans tens of thousands of years. This is art as history book, telling stories of the distant past for which there are few other pieces of evidence. On these rock walls are pictures of creatures long extinct (see if you can see images of the thylacine, or ‘Tasmanian tiger’, which became extinct on the Australian mainland thousands of years ago), and of forests long disappeared. These stories remain intricately entwined with local identity. As one local Ngarluma-Yindjibarndi man told us in Dampier, the oral histories still passed on from one generation to the next in his family include stories about forests that haven’t been seen in the area in more than 10,000 years.

The rock art of the Kimberley plays a similar role, although its paintings (as opposed to engravings) are generally younger: the oldest painting is a 17,500-year-old, 2m-long kangaroo painted on a rock shelter in the northern Kimberley. Rock art in the Kimberley falls into two branches of tradition, the Gwion Gwion (using stick-like human figures) and Wandjina (the Supreme Being of numerous Kimberley peoples). Just outside Derby in the West Kimberley region, at the Mowanjum Art & Culture Centre, local artists paint Gwion Gwion and Wandjina figures in a variety of interpretations – a reminder of their ongoing importance in daily cultural life.
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The Emergence of a Market

Fast forward quite a few millennia from the creation of the rock art to 1971, when a Sydney schoolteacher named Geoffrey Bardon arrived to teach in the primary school in the remote Northern Territory town of Papunya. Concerned about low rates of school attendance, he asked students to paint a mural on one of the school building’s walls. The children quickly lost interest, but some of the town’s Elders took over and began to paint. After they finished the mural, they began painting on boards. Bardon took the first few back to Alice Springs. The original paintings sold in Alice Springs for $20 each, but now fetch hundreds of thousands of dollars at auction. Australia’s Western Desert Art Movement was born.

This movement spills over into WA: many of the movement’s foremost artists hail from the Gibson Desert town of Kiwirrkurra. Elsewhere, it’s far less common. Where the Western Desert Art Movement still plays a hugely significant role in art circles elsewhere in WA, however, is in the commercialisation of First Nations art that followed the initial Papunya paintings. As one art-centre worker told Smithsonian Magazine in 2022, the emergence of the dot-painting school from Papunya was ‘where an ancient art form meets Western capitalism’. Artworks by First Nations artists became highly sought-after.

As at Papunya, a tradition of community-run art centres emerged, partly as a result of market demand, and in part because it represented an important source of income for impoverished communities. It was also an extension of what many communities were already doing, albeit not in any formal way. In the late 1970s, Waringarri Aboriginal Arts, in Kununurra in Miriwoong Country, became the first fully Aboriginal-owned art centre in WA. Waringarri is now one of 26 such centres across the state.

Artistic Styles Around WA

While many visitors to the west assume all First Nations art follows the style of dot painting, such a genre is restricted to communities from the Western Desert, deep in the WA interior. The style comes from the tradition of drawing a series of dots in the sand as a form of storytelling; others say that the dots were used to conceal from outsiders more secret knowledge that lay beneath. Senior painters from Kiwirrkurra include Yukultji Napangati, Patrick Tjungurrayi and Warlimpirrnga Tjapaltjarri.

Beyond the desert, other styles are more prevalent. Figurative styles, with echoes of Kimberley rock art, dominate artistic forms in the north. In the Pilbara, artists are known for bold, bright colours across a range of styles from traditional to abstract. In the south, in areas where European and First Nations cultures have lived alongside one another for nearly two centuries, a more urban sensibility takes hold, with edgier and more abstract expressions, blended with wider Australian cultural images.

The list of First Nations artists from WA is long and distinguished. Names to watch out for in galleries include Yondee Shane Hansen (Perth), Charlene Carrington and Shirley Purdie (Kimberley), and Clifton Mack, Aileen Sandy, Marlene Harold and Allery Sandy (Pilbara).

Ethical Concerns

The commodification of First Nations art that followed the emergence of the Western Desert Art Movement troubled – and continues to trouble – many in the industry. With high-value artworks have emerged unscrupulous practices that take advantage of artists. Rumours abound of unethical behaviour by gallery owners, of artists receiving only a small percentage of proceeds from sales of their work, and of entire communities indebted to art dealers who control what people paint.

In such a climate, it is important to ensure that, if you’re buying Aboriginal art, what you’re buying is the real deal and that your money goes to the right people. Buy either directly from communities that have art collectives, or from galleries and outlets that are owned and operated, or supported, by Aboriginal communities. The Indigenous Art Code (indigenousartcode.org) lists galleries considered to observe ethical practices. Artworks themselves should also have a certificate of authenticity. Note, too, that haggling is not part of Aboriginal culture.

Tensions

There are some within First Nations communities who believe that the industry – on issues such as its direction and its independence from white advisors – has lost its way. In 2002, Indigenous artist Richard Bell wrote an influential essay entitled ‘Aboriginal Art: It’s a White Thing’. In it he argued that non-Indigenous people control every aspect of the industry, including deciding what is painted, through the pressure to meet market demand.

Some younger artists also demand that First Nations art become a tool of protest and resistance, to more accurately reflect the sometimes troubled relationship between First Nations people and the rest of Australia. Some of this is due to high levels of socio-economic disadvantage (including great disparities in health statistics and life expectancy) in many First Nations communities. Others posit this view in response to what they see as political disempower-ment, especially in the wake of the failed 2023 referendum, when a majority voted against a proposal to recognise First Nations people in the Constitution and set up a First Nations advisory body to federal parliament. For examples of this work dating back even further, visit australian.museum/learn/first-nations/unsettled/continued-resistance/art-as-resistance.

These are by no means majority views in many First Nations communities in WA. But they are a growing part of a debate that will continue.
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THE STYLE OF DOT PAINTING COMES FROM THE TRADITION OF DRAWING A SERIES OF DOTS IN THE SAND AS A FORM OF STORYTELLING

Art of the Centre of Culture

For all the problems associated with the industry, the creation of First Nations art remains an overwhelming force for good in the communities that create it. At one level, community-run art centres are meeting places and social hubs. In many places, it’s one of few such places.

And yet, there’s more to it than ‘merely’ providing a safe space. The art itself is central to the relationship that First Nations people have with their culture and their land. As Paul Sweeney, former manager of Papunya Tula in the Northern Territory told Smithsonian Magazine in 2022, art can serve a positive purpose by re-inforcing cultural tradi-tions even while it makes money. ‘We created the economy fifty years ago,’ he said, ‘and people have embraced that, and it has given way to a tremen-dous degree of self-empowerment and self-employment. Painting here is a form of story-telling that has been trans-formed into an economy. Storytelling is still funda-mental to the whole process.’

Part of the power of art and of the stories told through art within First Nations communities comes from the intertwined pillars of traditional life that are inseparable from the paintings. These include the customary law, ceremonies, kinship, language and oral histories and Creation stories that together form the subject matter and appeal of the paintings many artists produce. According to Warlpiri Elder Wanta Jampijinpa Pawu-Kurlpurlurnu, his people’s stories don’t exist in isolation, and are a part of who they are and of every aspect of their culture.





ALL THE
RIGHT NOTES

Perth has produced some iconic bands. But how did the world’s most isolated city become a breeding ground for musical megastars? By Rosamund Brennan
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THERE ARE SOME distinct themes that run through the hits penned by Western Australian musicians: travelling, distance and the open road. In the iconic AC/DC track ‘Highway to Hell’, lead singer Bon Scott reminisces about driving full speed up Perth’s Canning Hwy to his favourite pub. Indie rock band The Triffids wrote ‘Wide Open Road’ about the desolate Eyre Hwy and its ‘big and empty’ sky, while the Hoodoo Gurus’ evocative rock ballad ‘1000 Miles Away’ speaks of airports, flying and the loneliness of being on the road.

Perhaps it’s the sheer amount of travel required for touring musicians from Perth, or the very Antipodean longing to transcend the tyranny of distance, but WA’s musicians seem to have their gaze perennially fixed outwards, on the road ahead and the long way home. Despite the distance, or perhaps because of it, WA has long been a breeding ground for great Australian music. Some of the world’s most influential musicians originated way out west, including AC/DC, Tame Impala, INXS, Troye Sivan, John Butler, the Hoodoo Gurus, Pond, Empire of the Sun, Pendulum, Tim Minchin and too many others to name here.

Experts have long pondered the phenomenon that is WA music. Some suggest that the isolation fosters a sense of independence and originality, while others say local musicians have to work harder to gain recognition from east-coast record-label executives. One thing that is widely agreed, however, is that the scene is underpinned by a close-knit community, with generations of artists who’ve grown up going to each other’s gigs, jamming together in garages and backyards, and supporting each other on national and international stages.

What follows is the best way to explore the venues and attractions that are deeply intertwined with WA’s musical legacy.

The Beat Goes On: Perth’s Best Live-Music Venues

One of the biggest acts in the world today, three-time Grammy Award–winning psych-rock outfit Tame Impala is fronted by Kevin Parker, who cut his teeth on Perth’s small stages as a teenager with his first band The Dee Dee Dums. Influenced by riff-heavy 1970s bands like Cream and Jefferson Airplane, the band gigged around a number of intimate Perth stages in their formative years, from Mojos to the Bird and the Rosemount Hotel.

Like many Perth musicians before him, in this intense, experimental period, Parker would often play multiple gigs a night and perform in friends’ bands, like Pond or Mink Mussel Creek. Commenting on this later in his career, Parker said ‘Tame Impala is just one sliver of the giant amount of noise-making that we do as a circle of friends.’

Sell-out stadium gigs are more Parker’s style now, but the indie stages that honed this global superstar are still very much alive and kicking. Described as a home for ‘creatives, artists and misfits’, Mojos has been the linchpin of WA’s music scene for over 50 years, with homegrown icons including The Triffids, The Stems and San Cisco gracing its stage. It’s the perfect spot to check out local and touring indie rock bands, from newcomers to established artists, with gigs taking place most nights of the week. Another favourite is the Bird, a hipster hideaway in Northbridge just outside the centre of Perth, offering a mix of emerging and experimental bands and DJs in a laid-back courtyard setting. For high-octane rock gigs, you can’t go past Amplifier, a sprawling venue in the heart of the city, or swing by the Rosemount for classic Australian pub vibes and a diverse line-up from local talent to the world’s hottest touring bands.

Follow in the Footsteps of Musical Greatness

Known for his boisterous demeanour both on and off the stage, Ronald Belford ‘Bon’ Scott, lead singer of AC/DC, is one of the world’s most adored rock stars. Born in Scotland, Scott moved to WA at the age of 10. It was here that he became entrenched in the local music scene, performing vocals and drums for The Spektors and The Valentines, a trajectory that would lead to worldwide fame.

Many rusted-on fans of Acca Dacca (as the band is fondly called in Australia) make their way to Perth to experience where his journey to rock stardom began, and where he was laid to rest after his untimely passing at the age of 33 from the most rock-and-roll of deaths: alcohol poisoning after a night of drinking. Start your reconnaissance mission at Fremantle Fishing Boat Harbour, where a life-size bronze statue of ‘Bonny Ronny’, with his signature cheeky grin, stands atop a 1970s amplifier. Swing past the Fremantle Prison, where the debaucherous Scott once came to blows with the law, and climb further up the hill to Fremantle Cemetery, entering past the cast-iron gate featuring the AC/DC lightning bolt to pay your respects to rock royalty. Finally, wander around Fremantle to spot the numerous Bon Scott murals, like those depicting the notorious singer offering a cheeky side eye underneath the Stirling Bridge, or gripping his microphone behind the Federal Hotel. While you’re here, stop for a drink and enjoy some people watching – in this bohemian suburb on the western edge of the continent, far away from just about everywhere, you never know who you’ll run into.





BIODIVERSITY
IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA

Western Australia is the frontline of Australia’s extinction crisis, a complicated mix of mining, biodiverse riches and innovative solutions. By Anthony Ham
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ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTIONS IN Australia are a tough needle to thread. On the one hand, WA is the backbone of Australia’s mining prosperity. Its vast reserves of iron, nickel and diamonds provide nearly 50% of the state’s revenues. At the same time, the state has eight out of Australia’s 15 officially recognised biodiversity hotspots and, using a different measure, WA’s southwest is home to one of the world’s 34 biodiversity hotspots.

WA is vast, covering an area roughly equivalent in size to Western Europe, which might suggest that there is room enough for both. This may, of course, be correct. But where the impact is really felt is in the tension between the two – between the mining lobby and the environmental lobby (two of the most vocal groups competing for government attention and resources) and between the government’s claims to be protecting the natural environment and the far more complicated reality. The public debate often gets heated and no one really wins.

Very often, it’s not the government who is making the most significant impact. Indigenous groups such as the Wunambal Gaambera or the countless Indigenous ranger programs are transforming the way that WA protects species and keeps Country healthy. And conservation groups such as the Australian Wildlife Conservancy and Bush Heritage Australia are buying up vast tracts of land and using them for species reintroduction and habitat restoration, usually in cooperation with local First Nations communities.

It’s a fascinating story, and one in which the stakes couldn’t be higher.

The Biodiversity Curse

WA’s tourism authorities are quick to point out that the state is rich in biodiversity, more so than any other Australian state. Australia’s only global biodiversity hotspot, the South West Australia Ecoregion (SWAE) stretches from Perth’s hinterland (the Swan coastal plain and surrounding valleys), through the jarrah-karri eucalyptus forests of the south and southwest, all the way to Esperance. The region has Australia’s highest concentration of rare and endangered species.

WA’s southwest also nurtures more than 5500 plant species, nearly half of which are found nowhere else on the planet. There are 60 species of mammal, 12 of which are endemic, as well as 280 bird species, 175 reptiles and 30 different amphibians. The high level of endemism comes from the region’s isolation – the southwest is separated from the rest of the world by ocean and from the rest of Australia by deserts.

And yet, in order to qualify as a biodiversity hotspot, there also needs to be a significant number of threatened or endangered species. This is WA’s most densely populated corner, and barely 30% of the original habitat for wildlife and plants remains. The country is watching how the government and its conservation partners respond to this looming crisis.


Threats to Biodiversity

The causes of WA’s biodiversity crisis are by no means confined to the state. Australia in general is beset with critical levels of habitat loss, erosion, desertification and deforestation. But one of the greatest threats to Australia’s native patrimony comes from invasive species, which include both predators and herbivores. Among the latter, rabbits are the most obvious candidates, but they’re not alone, with feral goats, pigs and camels trampling the landscape and digging up the soil with their hooves. As a result, many ecosystems suffer from erosion, and Australia’s large numbers of small marsupials are faced with shrinking areas in which to build the burrows necessary for their survival.

Another devastating presence has been the cane toad. Introduced to Queensland in 1935 to combat beetles in the state’s sugar-cane industry, the toxic cane toad poisons those that eat it. In the decades since its arrival on Australian shores, it has made its way across the Top End, reaching the Kimberley by 2009, to devastating effect. For example, once prevalent across the north, numbers of northern quoll (a native predator) have fallen dramatically and their territories have contracted to small fractions of their former range. The species’ last major stronghold is the (until-now) cane-toad-free Pilbara (eg Millstream Chichester National Park).

Australia’s native animals are also being wiped out by non-native predators, especially feral cats and foxes. Like rabbits, cats arrived with the early European settlers and fanned out across the country. According to a study by Charles Darwin University, cats now inhabit 99.9% of Australia’s land mass, with between 2.8 and 5.6 million roaming the countryside, depending on the year and the climate.

The Search for Solutions

However, it’s not all bad news, and there’s some excellent work being done to combat the crisis.

The WA Government’s Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions, for example, is running the ‘Return to 1616’ project on Dirk Hartog Island, near UNESCO World Heritage–listed Shark Bay. The choice of Dirk Hartog is not accidental as, symbolically at least, this is where so many environmental problems began: the island is where Dutch explorer Dirk Hartog became the first European to set foot on Australian soil. The project involves the removal of non-native plant and animal species and the reintroduction of species that have become extinct elsewhere.

Also playing a central role are privately funded organisations such as the Australian Wildlife Conservancy (AWC) and Bush Heritage Australia. With eight and nine large properties across the state, respectively, these NGOs use a mix of science, Indigenous knowledge and conservation interventions to restore ecosystems and reintroduce species. On AWC’s Mt Gibson Wildlife Sanctuary northwest of Perth, scientists have removed feral cats and foxes from an 80-sq-km fenced enclosure and reintroduced bettongs, numbats, bilbies, bandicoots and banded hare-wallabies; western quolls have also been returned outside the fence.

At the heart of so much of the good work, Indigenous ranger groups have worked with scientists to find and save species, as well as maintain healthy ecosystems through traditional burnings and regular patrols. The WA government funds 40 such ranger groups, in addition to more funded by the federal government. Ranger programs have already played a major role in significantly increasing the known range and number of WA populations of the night parrot, one of Australia’s most endangered and elusive birds.

In the North Kimberley, there is further evidence of what can happen when Indigenous communities retain their ties to the land and are allowed to care for the Country they inhabit. Most scientists agree that the Wunambal Gaambera inhabit the only area in Australia where no mammal species have become extinct.





BUSH TUCKER
USING FIRST FOODS

The rise of native ingredients gives visitors and locals alike the chance to taste – and connect with – Indigenous Australia. By Max Veenhuyzen
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THE CURRENT INTEREST in native ingredients and foods 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 serve ingredients such as kangaroo and bush tomatoes, but this and subsequent bush food revivals were met with indifference. 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.

A new wave of interest in ‘bush tucker’ (as native foods are called in Australia) gripped the country, only this time, it stuck. Perhaps it was due to the rise of hyper-local fine-dining restaurants such as Copenhagen’s Noma 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’ such as French, Italian or Japanese cooking. Perhaps it was down to Australia’s desire to (re)connect with its Indigenous culture. Perhaps it was all of the above.

Whatever the reason, it’s safe to say these native flavours are becoming a permanent part of Australia’s food culture, with each region having its own unique foods and cultural practices. That’s certainly the case in Western Australia, where the state’s 60 different Aboriginal language groups protect and maintain a connection to the land spanning some 60,000 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, Indigenous 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 Noongar people to treat toothaches and mouth sores. Today, it’s one of the botanicals used by the Great Southern Distilling Company to produce its expressive, deeply Australian gins. Distillers and brewers across WA remain fervent advocates for using native flavours to create products that speak proudly to the joys of home court advantage.

The citrussy Esperance wax (a relative of the popular Geraldton wax, a flowering shrub) is used by father-and-son distillers David Price and James McCarthy-Price of Esperance Distillery Co to create a gin that encapsulates the taste of their coastal paradise. Margaret River’s Beer Farm and native food pop-up Fervor collaborate on the brewery’s popular Native Series, a beer range that utilises rare, native ingredients sourced responsibly from Aboriginal communities. Anyone for a refreshing gose – a pert, salty beer style from Germany – powered by earthy, fruity quandong (a native peach) and the brininess of the coastal succulent samphire?

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 dryland salinity. And while some might baulk at the idea of eating animals on a country’s coat of arms, eaters are appreciat-ing 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 featured prominently in coastal Indigenous diets. Finally, there’s the marron – Western Australia’s beloved freshwater crayfish – that some eaters insist tastes better than lobster. They’re right, incidentally, which helps explain why marron enjoys a constant presence on the menus of key West Australian restaurants such as Lulu La Delizia, Wildflower and Hearth, and is served in landmark Australian restaurants such as Melbourne’s Vue de Monde and Sydney’s Quay.
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ANYONE FOR A REFRESHING GOSE – A PERT, SALTY BEER STYLE FROM GERMANY – POWERED BY EARTHY, FRUITY QUANDONG (A NATIVE PEACH) AND THE BRININESS OF THE COASTAL SUCCULENT SAMPHIRE?

Connecting with Country

As thrilling as it is to taste these unique ingredients in bars and restaurants, tasting them in the environment they came from is an experience that completes the circle. Doubly so if you’ve been welcomed to Country by an Elder who can also share the cultural significance of these precious ingredients and place them in an Indigenous context. After all: what better teacher could one ask for than somebody that has been entrusted with tens of thousands of years of knowledge?

Clinton Walker, founder of Ngurrungga Tours in the sparsely populated Pilbara region, is one such keeper of knowledge. Between the dry season months of April and October, Walker runs bush tucker tours that include spearing for mud crabs, foraging for berries, gathering bush coconuts and other practices that speak to Walker’s deep connection to Ngarluma and Yindjibarndi culture and lore.

Travel further north along the West Australian coast and you’ll arrive at the Kimberley, a rugged jumble of dessert, stone and water that is shared by many Indigenous groups. One of these is the Yawuru, the Traditional Owners of Broome and the language group that Bart Pigram belongs to. While Pigram is a talented musician like most of his family (The Pigram Brothers are one of the state’s most popular Indigenous music groups), he also runs tours under the banner of Narlijia Experiences Broome. His mangrove tour offers a distinctly Indigenous perspective on life and may include gathering and cooking sleek, ice-cream-cone-shaped mud whelks.

Not that it’s necessary to travel thousands of kilometres to experience an Indigenous-led food experience. 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. She hosts regular tastings featuring teas, jams, chutneys and preserves, all accompanied by Tilbrook’s 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. Even more importantly, use that time to reflect on how the rest of us can help celebrate this astonishing, living culture.
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‘It’s the cute and furry cherub-faced quokka that atracts most first-time visitors to Rottnest Island. You’d be very unlucky to come here and not see one.’
TRENT HOLDEN
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‘If one place sums up the Kimberley’s charm, it’s the stunning, multi-tiered Punamii-Uunpuu (Mitchell Falls) in Mitchell River National Park.’
ANTHONY HAM
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Broome & the Kimberley
KIMBERLEY LANDSCAPES, WILDLIFE & ADVENTURES

Western Australia’s far north is a remarkable place,
aworld of languid tropical towns (Broome, Kununurra
and boab-filled Derby). These towns serve as gateways
to the Kimberley and Purnululu national parks, two
natural epics and surely among the most beautiful

corners of the outback.

Ningaloo Coast
& the Pilbara

Monkey Mia & the
Central West

Perth

isolated cities, but out here it's an

Broome & the
Kimberley

Ningaloo Coast & the Pilbara

OUTBACK GORGES & CORAL REEFS

Arguably one of WA's most diverse regions, this chapter
pairs natural attractions (the world-renowned Ningaloo
Reef and Cape Range National Park) with the red-earthed
Pilbara. The latter is home to abandoned pearling towns,

incredible rock art, First Nations tours, and two spectacular
outback parks, Millstream Chichester and Karijini.

Monkey Mia & the Central West
PRISTINE WATERS, WILDLIFE & GORGES
From Geraldton in the south to Shark Bay and Monkey Mia in
the north, this is one stunning region. Maritime history looms
large down south, but the gorges of Kalbarri National Park

and the pristine magnificence of Unesco World Heritage-
listed Shark Bay are what you'll most remember.

Perth Region

WA'SICULTURALSFILLED'CAT T ISLAND ESCAPES, BEACHES & NATIONAL PARKS
Perth may be one of the world's most Not only is Perth a fabulous city, but there are some big-ticket

attractions not far away. Pinnacles National Park, Rottnest

advantage: treally is a place apart, This Island and Wave Rock are the best known, but the Perth Hills
is one of A(jstralia’s most dynamic c.ities and Swan Valley are emerging as boutique destinations for
: those who love fresh produce and great wines.

with a buzzing culinary scene, top-notch
museums and modern architecture. And,
as befits the country’s sunniest capital city,

Perth
Perth has world-class beaches. Region
Margaret River & ®
the Southwest Perth

SURF, VINEYARDS & GIANT KARRIS

Margaret River is best known as one of
Australia’s finest wine-producing regions,
and for its culinary quality and variety. But Margaret River

all that gourmet excellence is only part
of the story. WA's southwestern coast is a & the Southwest
wild and beautiful place, with agreeable

beach towns andinland forests as well.

South Coast &
the Golden Outback

South Coast & the
Golden Outback

COASTAL BEAUTY, HISTORY & PRISTINE WILDERNESS

If Western Australia’s south coast wasn't so far from everywhere,
it would be world-famous for its beauty. Engaging towns line the
southern shore, and there are endless beaches, ancient forests
and glorious national parks to explore. Inland, Kalgoorlie and the
surrounding goldfields are steeped in outback history.
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BICYCLE & E-SCOOTER PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Cycling is a great way to get around Perth. Transperth operates Perth’s excellent public
Its interconnected network of cyclepaths transport network and features a handy

covers coastal and riverside rides as you pass journey planner at transperth.wa.gov.au. Seven
through neighbourhoods. There's a bike-share train lines run from Perth Station (including to
scheme and e-scooters for shorter jaunts, and Fremantle), and Perth Busport is the hub for

in off-peak times you can take bikes on trains buses. Aferry ossw rbetween
andferries. _ Elizabeth Quay’, etty Merth

- FROM THE AIRPORT RIDESHARE & CAR ‘

The airport is conveniently located 10km Hiring a cal )s apopular way of getting around

east of central Perth and i ked by an town, and makes sense if you're travelling

airport train departing every utes for the further afield. Note that not all accommodation

30-minute journey. There are also buses from offers free parking, however. Otherwise, you'll
. ﬁbeth Quay and the city. By Uber expect to rarely pay more than $20 for an Uber ride

around $45 to the city. across to
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