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Getting to the most beautiful and untouched locations in 
the world comes with a price for the discerning traveller. 
The tyranny of distance is considered a fair price to pay 
for the ultimate arrival at a place so special, unique 
and authentic that we assume it must only exist so 
inconveniently far from home. That may be true for most, 
but for Australians, a practically untouched paradise 
exists on our doorstep that most people have not yet 
explored. That is WA’s Coral Coast.

As a travel photographer and journalist, exploring far 
flung and exotic destinations is part of my daily grind. 
Like the proverbial fisherman that is always searching for 
the most remote beach to find an unplundered patch 
of water, as a traveller I am always searching for the 
unspoilt and untrampled – the authentic experience 
yet to be homogenised by over development and the 
passage of a million visitors before me. That has been the 
greatest revelation from my time exploring WA’s Coral 
Coast over the last year – the realisation that it doesn’t 
have to be far away to be truly special. 

Starting just north of Perth, Coral Coast covers 1100kms 
of spectacular coastline, beautiful country towns and an 
eclectic mix of biodiversity, heritage and luxury – all of 
which is close enough to be enjoyed in a long weekend.

In Spring 2016, armed with a Medium Format camera, 
a 4WD vehicle and a driving itinerary, I set off for a 
2000km drive to explore the Coral Coast during the best 
wildflower season in living memory. It was a spectacular 
trip and I’ll never forget it. It reinforced to me that this 
is such a beautiful part of the world. The wildflowers 
are literally bursting out of every space and are set off 
beautifully by the classic WA coastal colours.  

No trip up the coast would have been complete without 
visiting The Pinnacles. The desert setting is punctuated by 
these limestone towers, looking like soldiers making their 
assault over the yellow sands. Best time to visit is sunrise or 
sunset and no matter what the weather conditions, the 
Pinnacles are an impressive sight. 

This was my first drive up the coast to Kalbarri and 
I had to stop by Hutt Lagoon’s Pink Lake. Like me, 
some intrepid travellers from around the world stood 
on the edge of the enormous lake that looked utterly 
surreal, made impossibly pink by salt-trapped bacteria. 
A short drive north, I made Kalbarri in time to explore 
the extensive, well-signed cliff walks that provide for 
an edge-of-the-world view of this harsh yet stunningly 
picturesque landscape. 

Of all my experiences along the Coral Coast this year, my 
week at the Abrolhos Islands has had the most profound 
impact. This must be Australia’s best kept secret. A short 
haul off the coast of Geraldton is this coral encrusted 
enclave of islands, so unique in its biodiversity that is 
often referred to as Australia’s own Galápagos Islands. 
The waters off Geraldton can whip up a serious swell, but 
as soon as the boat moves into the bays surrounding the 
island groups, all protected by fringing reef, everything 
changes like a reverse Bermuda Triangle. The serenity 
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Almost all islands of The Abrolhos are made up of pure coral and rock, not sand. 
Pigeon Island (pictured) is home to a fishing community complete with a social club and primary school.

When it comes to travel, there is no more iconic experience than the good 
ol’ Aussie road trip. This great land boasts so many options to choose from, 
but WA’s Coral Coast has some truly breathtaking places that combine 
incredible beauty, rawness and luxury.
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and tranquil waters settle the stomachs of even the 
most delicate land-lovers.  

The Abrolhos has long been the sole domain of 
cray fishers and pearl farmers, like my uncle who 
used to professionally fish for crays in these waters a 
generation ago. Uncle Phil would tell stories about the 
abundance of these iridescent azure and turquoise 
waters that he used to work back in the day. To some 
degree, I took his stories with a grain of salt, assuming 
the appropriate amount of embellishment had been 
injected into these tall tales over time. After spending 
a week exploring these islands, I too have been 
caught up in the beauty, mystery and history knowing 
that Uncle Phil barely did the place justice. 

The Abrolhos may well be the Jewel of the Midwest, 
but it was only professional fishers and the odd 
big-boat owner that plied these waters until quite 
recently, thanks to an intrepid few tourism operators 
like Jay and Sonia Cox of Eco-Abrolhos. The MV 
Eco-Abrolhos is a luxury vessel that is much like a 
floating hotel, which expertly makes its way through 
the island and reef network – complete with a 

purpose-built glass bottom boat, fishing tenders and 
diving boat in tow. 

The islands and the waters surrounding them are 
simply teaming with life. Snorkelling and diving with 
the Eco-Abrolhos expert guides through protected 
coral lagoons put me face-to-face with both 
tropical and temperate species due to the warm, 
southern-flowing Leeuwin current. The coral formation, 
density and colours are amazing. 

The abundant sea life translates to the world’s freshest 
seafood with Crayfish, Dhufish and Baldchin groper, as 
well as pelagic species like Spanish Mackerel in ready 
supply. The chef is a mad-keen fisher and, while we 
were out exploring an island or two, he only needed 
to drop a line out of the galley window to secure 
something delectable for lunch. 

The safe and isolated conditions with abundant 
food make the islands a perfect seabird sanctuary. 
A few islands are so densely packed with birds – 
like the White Belly Sea Eagle and the rare Lesser 
Noddy – that when exploring the island, I had to 

walk very carefully to avoid standing on nests. The 
density of birds on some of the islands is incredible. 
Walking through the low canopy of scrubby trees, 
every branch had a nesting seabird on it. All the birds 
remained calm and vigilantly stayed on-nest as I 
passed but a few inches by. This pretty much summed 
up the experience with all wildlife at The Abrolhos – so 
many close encounters with amazing creatures that 
were completely at ease. I would only have expected 
this level of wildlife comfort and tolerance in some 
distant corner of the world rarely visited by humans, 
yet here I was, just a few hours from home. 

The Australian Sea Lion is a relatively rare, curious 
inhabitant of the islands. They frequently swim 
and play with snorkelers and divers. On another 
exploratory jaunt on the way to hand feed a giant 
cod, land locked in an island lagoon, I came 
aground next to a young female sea lion and her 
pup on the beach. Taking a seat on the sand at a 
respectful distance for a few photos, the young pup 
let its curiosity get the better of it and shuffled up to 
gently nuzzle my camera while its mother kept watch. 
Completely wild, yet curious and utterly unafraid. 
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Pearls grown at the Latitude Pearl Farm in The Abrolhos include the those from Black Lipped Oysters

Swarms of high-speed Lesser Noddy that nest in huge numbers on The Abrolhos Islands
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ROAD TRIP Western Australia’s Coral Coast starts 
a two hour drive north of Perth at Cervantes and 
follows the beautiful Indian Ocean coastline for 
about 1100 kilometres, as far north as Exmouth

BEAUTY BLOOMS This is wildflower country all 
year round. However, displays are at their 
best between July and October, when inland 
areas explode into carpets of brilliant colour as 
wildflowers blanket the region

ISLAND LIFE From Dirk Hartog Island off Shark Bay 
to the 122 islands of The Abrolhos, the Coral Coast 
is a veritable aquatic fun park that is full of life 
and natural experiences unlike anywhere else in 
the world

CUPPA JOE Gone are the days of the dirty 
roadhouse pie. In award-winning Geraldton 
there is a café revolution going on, with artisan 
coffee everywhere and ever more hipster joints 
serving avo-smash on organic sourdough. Stop in 
at Salt Dish, The Quiet Life, The Jaffle Shack, and 
Café Fleur

BOX BRIEF

The iconic and statuesque scene at The Pinnacles

There were so many more unique experiences 
to be had over the week, including exploring 
the site of the Batavia wreck and the islands 
that bore witness to blood-thirsty mutiny and 
massacres among the first European arrivals. 

Meandering back to Geraldton from the Islands, 
we were escorted by a group of dolphins riding 
the bow-wave, while all around there were 
dozens of breaching humpback whales – some 
so close that their powerful exhales could 
be heard above the boat’s engines. Back in 
Geraldton and just a few hours’ drive home 
to Fremantle, it took a bit of time to reconcile 
the proximity of the amazing Coral Coast 
experiences to Perth. My paradigm of having 
to travel far from home to experience the 
extraordinary is forever changed. 


