GREAT OUTDOORS

With all that glorious sunshine, sand and sea,

ifyou can’t Jfind a watey-

based activity to
float your boat in Queensland,
well, you’re really not trying.

/ words Fiona Harper
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® _GREAT OUTDOORS

he noises accompanying the controlled

chaos surrounding me were astounding.

It was a cacophony of pandemonium

as a hundred-odd yachts converged on

the same patch of water. With seconds
until the starter’s gun, bowmen barked instructions
to helmsmen to avoid collisions, winches grinded,
ropes snapped and Kevlar sails flapped as frantic
crews brought sails under control. Tacticians’ voices
dominated the mayhem, counting down the seconds
to the start. All the while, the roar of blood pumping
through my head was the loudest sound of all as we
charged forward amidst the fleet, hell bent on hitting
the start line milliseconds after the gun fired.

An experienced sailor, it was my first regatta
at Australia’s Hamilton Island and it was simply
exhilarating. Aboard a chartered yacht, we were one
of many crews enjoying spectacular sailing in the
dreamy Whitsundays, blessed with trade winds and
sunshine. As it turned out, sailing is just one way to
enjoy Queensland’s brilliant waterways.

WHITSUNDAYS
Promoted as comprising 74 islands, according to
David Colfelt, author of The Whitsundays Book, there
are actually 150 islands, islets and rocks poking out of
Whitsunday waters. Whatever the true number, there is
no disputing that the Whitsundays are Australia’s finest
water playground.

Sailors gather each winter to compete in Airlie Beach
Race Week (10-16 August 2012), closely followed by Audi

Hamilton Island Race Week (17-25 August 2012). The social

programme for both regattas is nearly as significant as
the sailing schedule with beach parties, island-themed

functions, live bands, fashion parades and street parties all

part of the action.
Sea kayaks take a more leisurely pace, with paddlers
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visiting isolated coves few others have access to. Salty Dog
Sea Kayaking takes small groups on half-day to six-day
adventures. There’s nothing quite like camping out on the
beach beneath coconut palms with the stars and moon for
company and being lulled to sleep by the gentle lapping of
the sea.

For splendid sights below the sea, board a fast ferry, sea
plane or helicopter to Fantasea Cruising’s floating pontoon
at Hardy Reef. Dive, snorkel or stay completely dry in the
underwater observatory while gawking at vibrant coral
gardens inhabited by schools of kaleidoscopic-coloured
fish. Vertical wall drop offs should keep scuba divers

enthralled. Don't feel like returning to the mainland
just yet? Spend the night on the reef with Fantasea’s
Reefsleep Experience.

For pure indulgence, step aboard a 110-foot motor
yacht with Descarad A Charters. With a crew of four to
tend to every possible whim as the Whitsunday Islands slip
by, it’s a little like having your own private luxury yacht.
Chilled champagne, anybody?

CAIRNS & PORT DOUGLAS

Smack in the heart of the World Heritage-listed Wet
Tropics where the rainforest meets the reef, Port Douglas
and Cairns are the jumping off points for exploring the
outer reef jewels of the Great Barrier Reef’s crown.

Game fishermen and women drop into Lizard Island
to compete in the best international heavy tackle black
marlin tournament in Australia, the Black Marlin Classic
(20-27 October 2012). The Ribbon Reefs on the edge of
the continental shelf are a habitat for pelagics, providing
supreme bragging rights for “fishos”. The beachfront
Marlin Bar is not a bad place to compare notes once the
rods are put away.

For less tactile wildlife spotting, Hinchinbrook Island
seagrass beds are home to dugong herds. Bashful marine
mammals that live to around 70 years if they can survive
the countless hazards encountered daily, dugong myths
abound. Superstitious ancient mariners were bewitched
by mythical sirens, mistakenly believing that gracefully
rotund dugongs were voluptuous mermaids.

Don'’t feel like getting your hair wet? Pop on a glass
helmet for a Green Island sea walk, gently descending a

couple of metres attached to an airhose for an underwater
walk along the seabed. It’s the perfect underwater
experience for non-swimmers.

Master mariner, navigator and chart maker, James
Cook knew a thing or two about navigation. Navigating
through unchartered waters in 1770, he managed to miss
all but one of the 3,000-0dd individual reefs that make up
the Great Barrier Reef. Holing Endeavour on the reef, he
eased his vessel onto the beach where Cooktown stands
today. Locals celebrate his masterful seamanship with the
annual Cooktown Discovery Festival (8-11 June 2012).

GREAT BARRIER REEF

Given World Heritage Status for good reason, the
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park comprises over 3,000
individual reefs and more than 9oo coral cays and
continental islands. Giant clam gardens, colourful fish,
bashful turtles and inquisitive giant potato cod are just
some of its treasures.
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Clockwise from
top left
Snorkelling
onthereefin
Whitsundays

Hervey Bay
Boat Harbour

Whale watching
in Hervey Bay

Relaxingin
Cairns

Fora “drier”
experience, try
Seawalker at
Green Island

Surrounded by clear waters 70 kilometres offshore
from Gladstone, Heron Island is a protected habitat for
many marine species. Straddling the Tropic of Capricorn,
this teeny coral cay that barely rises above sea level is home
to alow-key resort and research station. The Heron Island
Dive Festival (25-29 July 2012) sees like-minded scuba
junkies ogling pristine coral gardens here.

Release your inner Robinson Crusoe and camp out
beneath the trees on uninhabited Lady Musgrave
Island. More cay than island, toss away your
watch as days revolve around the falling of
the tide and the rising of the sun on this
blissfully remote tropical island. Just as
Master Crusoe discovered, you’ll need to
be completely self-sufficient as there are no
facilities beyond a compost-style toilet.

Nearby on Lady Elliot Island, green
turtles offer a mesmerising experience not

Photo: Tony Gwynn-Jones;
Courtesy Tourism Queensland
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Hervey Bay,
hometothe
annual Hervey
Bay Whale
Festival

Diving through
clam gardens
inthe Great
Barrier Reef

Snorkelling
onthe Great
Barrier Reef

4WD on 75 Mile

Beach-watch
out for dingoes!
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to be forgotten by those who witness these majestic
creatures hauling themselves ashore. Female turtles who
left the beach as hatchlings return to their birthplace after
maturity to nest. Anywhere between 45 and 75 days later,
hatchlings emerge from the sand, instinctively scurrying
toward the sea to continue the cycle.

Explore remote reefs and islands between Lizard
Island and Townsville while cruising in comfort on board
boutique cruise ship Coral Princess. Snorkel amongst giant
clam gardens at Pelorus Island, dive the magical Ribbon
Reefs -home of giant potato cod and maori wrasse - or
watch it all from the comfort of the sundeck spa on a
three-, four- or seven-night cruise.

FRASER COAST
A natural wildlife playground bordered by Fraser Island,

the Fraser Coast is to nature what the Gold Coast is to glitz.

The annual Brisbane to Gladstone Yacht Race
(6 April 2012) marks the traditional end of summer,
sending sailors scurrying north to warmer climes. Secure
a crew berth on this 300-nautical-mile passage race that
takes most yachts less than two days to complete.

Billed as the “Whale Watch Capital of the World”,
vessels depart from Urangan Harbour to view humpback
whales as they pass through Hervey Bay. Celebrate this
annual migration, which sees mother whales using the
sheltered waters to prepare their calves for survival in the
Southern Ocean, with the Hervey Bay Whale Festival.

Fraser Island is home to an 80,000-year-old
rainforest that bizarrely thrives on the largest sand
island in the world, and it’s also home to Australia’s
purest breed of wild dingo. Keep your wits about you
however, as dingoes are as cunning as foxes and will
steal the lunch from your backpack if you’re not careful.

Why not hire a 4WD or join a small group tour and
drive along the hard-packed sand of 75 Mile Beach,
which runs the entire length of the east coast. Popular
with fishermen, surfers, beachcombers and campers,
the best time to enjoy this endless beach is at dusk, when
groups gather for balmy sundowners.

GOLD COAST

Splendid surf beaches overlooked by luxury apartments
and superb dining and shopping strips, the Gold Coastis a
“good-time girl”. Gold sandals and smart resort wear are
de rigueur for the social set, board shorts and bikinis for
the beach set.

One of seven Tourism Queensland’s Season of
Sailing events, Sail Paradise (21-25 March 2012), is
hosted by the Southport Yacht Club. In the heart of Main
Beach and surrounded by iconic Gold Coast attractions
such as SeaWorld and Palazzo Versace hotel, sailors will
likely find a crew spot in this offshore regatta.

Slightly less competitive, the inshore waterways
of the Gold Coast Broadwater make it the perfect
destination for exploring by houseboat with Coomera
Houseboat Holidays. Cruise past waterfront mansions
of the rich and famous or drop into Tipplers Tavern for
a cold beer while cruising on board your own floating
hotel. Don’t forget the fishing line.

Nor your surfboard, as Gold Coast beaches are
deservedly famous for great surf. Catch the Surf Taxi via
the Gold Coast Seaway, which drops surfers right at the
popular break near the entrance to the Broadwater. It’s
perfect for time-poor surfers who want to drop straight into
the action.

THAI operates five weekly flights to Brisbane. For more
information, visit www.thaiairways.com (og
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