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tis the second dive on the second day aboard

the Shore Thing that does it for me. A small group

of us are snorkelling along Ningaloo Reef when

we spot an enormous manta ray cireling beneath

us. Led by the catamaran’s manta “mermaid”,
Hayley Mitchelmaore, we dive 33ft and float alongside
this beautiful creature. The manta is not only aware of
our presence, but also seems to become curious, cireling
us several limes,

It is an extraordinary moment, the first time I have had
a powerful sense of connection with a fish. Mantas are,
I later learn from Mitchelmore, most intellient creatures,
with the largest brain-to-body ratio of any marine fish;
by comparison the 30ft-long, nine-ton whale shark, the
largest extant fish species, has a brain the size of a golf
ball. The substantial population of mantas in these waters
off Coral Bay are habituated to people and apparently
seek out human interaction, which is something this
one certainly does. We spend 45 minutes [loating, diving
and swimming alongside it before it surges onward to
a distanl coral garden.
This manta dive was the first of 2 number of memorable

excursions off Shore Thing, a shallow-draft 5111 catamaran

that operates from Coral Bay and offers bespolke scuba
and snorkelling trips along Ningaloo Reef in three-,
five- and nine-night packages. The boat has four double
cabins and can take a maximum of 10 guests, so it
is often chartered by extended families and groups of
friends. Its owner, Luke Riley, a former investment
banker who fled the big cities for this remote edge of
Western Australia, calls the trips “marine safaris, because
when you put your head in the water you really are
entering another wilderness”.

Over my three-day trip I was able to explore that
other wilderness forensically, swimming regularly with
turtles and snorkelling through coral gardens that looked
as if they had been created by alien species working
with psychedelic colour palettes. Floating with the
current on drift dives, I passed clownfish, raccoon
butterflyfish, blue-spotted ribbontail rays, spangled
emperors, lionfish, blue fusiliers. ..

The interaction between species was as fascinating
as their dramalic visual beauty and at a so-called
shark-cleaning station beside a reef known as Asho's Gap
we hovered for a good 20 minutes above a procession of
blacktip reef sharks that came to be “groomed” - having



FOR AN EXTRAORDINARY
HOLIDAY, WESTERN AUSTRALIA
IS THE COAST WITH THE MOST

NO PLACE DOES JAW-DROPPING TRAVEL HIGHLIGHTS QUITE LIKE WESTERN AUSTRALIA.
LOVE THE BEACH? WA HAS OVER 7,000 MILES OF COASTLINE WITH SOME OF THE PRETTIEST
BEACHES IN THE COUNTRY! LOOKING FOR WILDLIFE? SWIM WITH THE BIGGEST FISH IN THE
OCEAN, THE WHALE SHARK, WILD DOLPHINS, OR MEET A QUOKKA ON ROTTNEST ISLAND.
WANT TO EXPLORE A NATURAL WONDER OR TWO? TAKE YOUR PICK...

CRUISE INTO THE WILD

Western Australia's Kimberley region is one of the world's
last great wilderness areas, with a dramatic coastline best
seen on a cruise. You'll see towering red cliffs, ancient rock
art and dramatic waterfalls along the way, including the
only Horizontal Waterfalls on the planet, a phenomenon
described by David Attenborough as “ane of the greatest
natural wonders of the world.” You car start or end your
adventure in exotic Broome, a resort town with a rich
pearling history and striking colour palette - green palms,
blue skies and the white sands of Cable Beach contrasting
sharply with the red outback earth. See dinosaur footprints
at Gantheaume Point, visit a microbrewery overlooking
the Indian Ocean and finish the day with a sunset camel
safari.

In Australia’s South West, Margaret River isn't just home
to some of the world's loveliest wines. The coastline here
is also intoxicating, ranging from wide sandy bays with
gentle turquoise shallows to dramatic surfing beaches and
limestone cliffs awash with wildifowers, Take it all in on the
Cape to Cape Track, a 135 km trail snaking between

GETTING THERE

Cape Naturaliste and Cape Leeuwin. It is easy to walk
astretch yourself or do it in style with one of the local
operators such as Walk into Luxury, who combine five
star resorts, massages and wineries with daily walks; and
Cape to Cape Explorer Tours, a more adventurous option
involving cave tours and evening wildlife walks.

INCREDIBLE MARINE LIFE

Ningaloo Reef, an aquatic playground in the heart of
Australia's Coral Coast, is one of only a handful of places
on the planet where you can swim with whale sharks

~ the world's largest fish. Each year, from late March to
early July, these magnificent creatures gather to feast on
the local zooplankton, giving snorkellers a chance to
experience the thrill of looking them in the eye as they
glide by. The whale shark is by no means Ningaloo's only
attraction though. New for 2016 is the chance to swim with
humpback whales which visit in their thousands from June
to October! This designated World Heritage Site is also
home to 220 species of coral and more than 500 species
of fish as well as turtles, manta rays and dugongs. And
because the reef fringes the shore, visitors can get up close
with an array of marine life simply by taking a short swim
from the beach,

With expert advice you can do it all. Drive the Margaret River coast road, swim with whale sharks off the Ningaloo Reef, hop a seaplane to
a David Attenborough favourite, the Horizontal Waterfalls, and from the Kimberley's sublime E| Questro Homestead, explore one of the last
greal wilderness. Bridge & Wickers' (020 3642 B551 www.bridgeandwickers.co.uk) bespake three week ullimate coastal adventure costs

from £7.450 per person including Qantas international and domestic flights.

For more information on Western Australia, visit westernaustralia.com
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INTRODUCTION TO
AUSTRALIA...

Western Australia is closer than
you think. Perth is the shortest
flight from the UK, four hours
closer than Sydney and just five
hours from Singapore.

Twenty minutes from the airport you
can be in central Perth exploring
pristine bushland in Kings Park;
sipping local wines in the Swan Valley
or dipping a Loe in the Indian Ocean
at one of the city’s 19 beaches.

Don't miss Perth’s car-free isiand
paradise, Rottnest. Amongst the
picture-perfect beaches you'll spot
seals, dolphins and quokkas, furry,
kangaroo-like marsupials found only
in Western Australia. Their friendly
ways have earned them a reputation
as the happiest animals on earth.

For extraordinary holiday ideas and
deals to Western Australia, visit
westernaustralia.com.
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irritating parasites cleaned from their teeth and gills

by swarms of cleaner wrasse. Once serviced, they moved
on and made way for the others. It was a bit like a city
car wash on a busy Saturday.

As Riley pointed out, the 186-mile-long Ningaloo coral
reef is among the best in the world and, because it is here
that the cool ocean current from the south meets a
warmer current from the north, the reef is able to support
a unique mix of tropical and subtropical species.

“1 fell in love with the place as soon as [ arrived,” he
said. “What is also unique is that the reef is just off the
shore, so easy for beginners and inexperienced snorkellers,
but also rewarding for those who've dived a lot.”

As one would expect, since Ningaloo Marine Park was
declared a Unesco World Heritage Site in 2011 there has
been an increase in tourism here. However, the numbers
are not enormous and this vast, remote part of Western
Australia is unlikely ever to be blighted by mass tourism.
With the exception of the Namib Desert, [ have never been
anywhere that has made me as aware of a vastness of
landscape and the insignificance of Homo sapiens.

It is this existence at the fringes of modern society that
has drawn people such as Luke Riley to the region.

There are two flights a day to Learmonth Airport from
Perth, and after that it is a one-and-a-half-hour drive from
the airport to Sal Salis, the luxury tented camp on the
beach in the northern part of Ningaloo that was my first
stop, and then a three-hour drive south to Coral Bay
harbour. The small town of Exmouth (population 2,200)
lies in between, but along those endless two-lane
blacktops the only living creatures one encounters are
stray kangaroos. It is the very definition of The Big Empty.

The northern end of Ningaloo Reef lies off the shore of
the Cape Range National Park, an ecosystem containing,
an extensive cave network that hosts various stygofauna,
However, the main draw here is the fringing reef. From
your tent at Sal Salis, located on dunes within the park,
you merely have to eross the pristine white beach and fall
into the aquamarine waters with your flippers and goggles
on. The coral and the marine wildlife are right there.

Beyond the reefs are the megafauna that are among the
region’s great draws. You can swim with whale sharks
during the season (April to July), and from this year for
the first time (August to October) swimming with
humpback whales is also offered. These activities are
carefully controlled, with a handful of licensed operators
taking parties of 20 out on reconfigured crayfishing boats
and, with the help of spotter planes and spotter swimmers

I have never been so aware
of a vastness of landscape
and the insignificance
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(the whale-shark spotters known as the “mermaids”),
10 snorkellers at a time are dropped into the path of
individual whale sharks.

Most of the people living up here have been, or are
still, involved in the marine world. The young women
working at the Novotel Ningaloo Resort in Exmouth,
for example, first came here to dive and explore the
reefs; the waitresses at Whalers Restaurant have all been
whale-shark mermaids, and even the owner's wife used
to be the skipper of a whale-shark boat.

Aword about Whalers, which in my opinion is the best
rural seafood restaurant in the country. Owner-chef
Paul Minniear trained in New Orleans, was head chef at
Mike's on the Avenue at the Lafayette Hotel, and has
thus brought his Southern Creole gastronomie skills to
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the fresh seafood that is ubiquitous here. It was the
culinary surprise of my trip.

If the three days of bespoke snorkelling on board the
Shore Thing were the highlight of my week in Ningaloo,
my stays at Sal Salis and in Exmouth and the days spent
driving across this great open landscape were what
made this an unusually fascinating trip. Many of the
inhabitants of Exmouth, Coral Bay and the resorts are
from foreign countries - Paul Minniear says that the
only Australian working at Whalers is the dishwasher.
They are drawn here by the extraordinary marine
landscape, the ocean wildlife and by the remoteness
of the North West Cape.

Ironically, just as my circadian rhythms had finally
adjusted to the slow pulse of this weird and wonderful
place, it was time to return to 21st-century urban life.
So I left wanting more,

Sail Ningaloo (0061 458 822 895; sailningaloo.com.au),
charges from AUS1L700/840 for a three-night, foner-doy
excursion. on Shore Thing and from £2,225 for a nine-night,
10-day excursion. Included in the price are all meals,
snorkelling equipnment and trips. Sal Salis (0061 8 9949
1776; salsalis.com.au) charges £370 per persont per night and
this year will expand the camp from nine to 16 lents.
Day-Tong whale-shark cruises from camp cost £200.
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