Setting off by float plane for a sky tour of the Great Barrier Reef are our intrepid travelers: Leslie Horn of Nashville
Luxury Travel; Martha Rhodes of Brownell Travel; Paul Groves-Berry of Southern Crossings; and our own Kathy Johns.

A Fabulously Planned Dream Trip to Australia
Dear Friends,
Australia and New Zealand continue to top the charts for wish-list travel. It’s little wonder,
given the awe-inspiring natural beauty of the region, the renowned warmth and friendliness of
the residents there and the opportunity to experience both cosmopolitan cities and remote
wilderness. When traveling so far from home, however, planning the details of a trip can be
quite daunting. In a region so vast, where does one even begin? This is where our friends at
Southern Crossings come in so handy. Their expertise and on-the-ground presence proves
invaluable when you’re attempting to piece together a wow-worthy itinerary Down Under.
Recently, our own Kathy Johns had the pleasure of traveling through Australia with Southern
Crossings and had this to say: “Australia is brimming with diverse experiences and we only
experienced a taste of what this massive country can offer. Southern Crossings arranged an
itinerary for our group that showcased its creativity, attention to detail and exceptional
customization capabilities.” We’ve asked her to share her experiences and impressions of her
recent journey – read on.
Please get in touch with me or my team
members for further details on Southern
Crossings or any of our other clients. We
always love to hear from you.
Fondly,

vip@r-recommends.com

We boarded our DHC-2 Beaver float plane with headsets and our experienced pilot guide to view the reef from a
bird’s-eye view.

A Fabulously Curated Adventure Down Under
How fortunate I was to embark with Southern Crossings on a thoughtfully curated itinerary
that included Kakadu, Hamilton Island, the Great Barrier Reef, Daintree Rainforest, Sydney
and more. Proving once again that they are the masters of the money-can’t-buy moments, the
Southern Crossings team packed our days with first-class hotels, airboat rides, koala cuddles,
even a croc attack – truly a moment that couldn’t have been better scripted in its sheer
emotional magnitude and a reminder that we were mere visitors in the animals’ Outback.
I could go on for hours about Southern Crossings’ decades of experience, their ability to
thoughtfully tailor trips to satisfy all preferences and price points without compromising
quality or service, and their hand-picked guides and operators who add a personal element to
any trip. Allow me, instead, to pique your curiosity with my notes from a fabulous journey.

This is a view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge at dusk, taken while walking along the waterfront, just steps from the
Park Hyatt Sydney.

I arrived one day early into gorgeous Sydney to get my bearings and crush jetlag. There’s a
short 25-minute transfer into the city from the airport. I chose a hotel in The Rocks area,
which is convenient to the Harbour Bridge, shopping and restaurants, cruise terminal, ferry
terminal, Sydney Opera house, Botanical Gardens and the up-and-coming Barangaroo area.
Sydney provides multiple distractions to keep international arrivers awake, so I enjoyed

breakfast on the piers of The Rocks, a picturesque jog through the Barangaroo Reserve, a bit
of shopping and more amazing food.
I learned from Southern Crossings that if clients are heading to Hamilton Island at the
beginning of their trip, it can be a better option to fly straight to the island after arriving in
Sydney. Southern Crossings offers meet-and-greet service at the international terminal and a
personal escort to the domestic terminal. The hosts are delightful, take care of luggage
transfer and check-in, and make what could be a challenging transfer completely seamless.

An Exclusive Stay on the Great Barrier Reef

Arriving at qualia, our group enjoyed tea sandwiches and sparkling wine. From left to right are Leslie Horn, Martha
Rhodes, Stefanie Behrens of Altour Travel and Paul Groves-Berry.

As soon as we stepped off the tarmac into the Hamilton Island airport, we were greeted with
cool towels, refreshing drinks and the most convenient check-in for our resort, qualia. We
zipped over to the property in our transfer while the staff collected our luggage at baggage
claim and delivered it to our rooms.
I’ll note here that Southern Crossings really has their finger on the pulse of the
accommodation scene in Australia. From private island resorts to penthouse suites overlooking
the Sydney harbor to yachts in the Whitsundays, they can provide wonderfully unique lodging
that provides an experience totally unique to its location.
For us, that location was qualia. Expect a “wow” moment when you enter the Long Pavilion of
qualia, with views extending out over lush gardens, the sparkling Coral Sea and the
Whitsundays. One of just four resorts on Hamilton Island, qualia is the most exclusive and
luxurious, with 60 secluded pavilions with sweeping views as well as extraordinary food and
wine. Choose from 33 Leeward Pavilions with views across the Coral Sea or tropical gardens,
26 Windward Pavilions and one Beach House with views over the Whitsunday Passage and the
Coral Sea.

The views from qualia's Long Pavilion extend out over lush gardens, the sparkling Coral Sea and the Whitsundays.

We were assigned our own golf buggy and given a mini-lesson before settling in to our rooms.
Each Pavilion is open and spacious, and, like the rest of the resort, has stunning views off the
deck. The bathroom alone gave me reason enough never to leave, with its deep soaking tub
and Aesop amenities! Later, we met back in the Long Pavilion for “Talk & Taste” wine and
cheese pairing with Ben, the qualia sommelier, who captivated our attention with his soft
voice and deep insight into the wines, cheese and regions – these were by far some of the
finest wines and cheeses I have ever experienced.
Dinner at qualia’s fine-dining restaurant, Pebble Beach, nestled just between the beach and
the pool, was beyond incredible. Each dish of the six-course tasting menu was unique,
delicious and sourced from the freshest ingredients. We could barely keep track of which
course we were on, each more tantalizing than the last.

Exploring the Great Barrier Reef & Beyond
We had originally planned to take a boat tour and go snorkeling at the Great Barrier Reef, but
due to high winds and cool weater, we opted for an alternative that blew us all away
(showcasing Southern Crossing’s ability to take what otherwise may have been a
disappointment and turning it into a beautiful opportunity.) In a matter of hours, our hosts had
arranged a float plane, beach picnic and koala cuddle.
We boarded our DHC-2 Beaver float plane and,
with headsets and our experienced pilot guide,
saw the reef from a bird’s-eye view. Intricate
coral is woven in between so many shades of
blue, and from this perspective, you can feel
how expansive the reef is. Truly, this was only
a small portion of the Great Barrier Reef,
which has over 900 islands stretching for over
2,600 kilometers. We landed with a splash at
White Haven Beach. It’s an exhilarating feeling
to land on the water, step out of the plane and
walk right to the beach. Our pilot popped our
champagne and set out a perfect picnic lunch
… all on the most beautiful white-sand beach
of pure silica.

Next up, koala cuddle. There are very strict regulations for holding koalas – they can only
“work” a maximum of 30 minutes each day, and rotate on and off every two weeks. We

arrived at Wildlife Hamilton Island and were treated to a private visit with the koalas, guided
by the koala keeper.
We had 30 minutes of quality time with them and were each able to hold one of the snuggly
sweethearts while the keeper explained their behavior, habitat and diet, and snapped pictures
of our cuddles. We just giggled the whole time, and I was especially tickled because my koala,
Lola, loved my baseball cap so much that she grabbed it and tried to chew it!

Delving into the Daintree Rainforest

We dined in the treetops at Silky Oaks Lodge, a truly magical experience.

It was time to move on to the Daintree Rainforest. After a short flight to Cairns, our private
driver transferred us to Hartley’s Crocodile Adventure Park, where we learned of the natural
history of the rainforest and the park’s conservation efforts, and the crocodiles’ role as an
apex predator. And we learned first-hand about cuter Australian wildlife as we fed kangaroos
and wallabies and snuggled a wombat (my new favorite animal!)
Our home for the next two nights was Silky Oaks Lodge. As you arrive along the tree-lined
drive there is no question you’re in the midst of a rainforest. It’s as if you’re staying in a
luxury treehouse, with each bungalow on stilts overlooking the crystal waters of the Mossman
River. I wandered down to the Beach Billabong just down from my bungalow and soaked in a
little “tonic of wildness.” Billabongs are clear natural pools created in creeks and rivers, and
here I sat on one of the large boulders along the pool, watching trout and a friendly turtle
come to check out my toes in the water. After an extraordinary dinner at the Treehouse
Restaurant, hosted by the gracious general manager, Paul Van Min, we tucked in to our
bungalows for a peaceful night’s sleep.
We weren’t sure what to expect when
Brandon Walker, our Kiku Yalanji Cultural
Habitat guide, showed up to take us
crabbing on the mudflats at low tide – a new
experience for all of us. First lesson:
Remove your shoes, then learn how to throw
a spear. Really?
Not only did he teach us to crab, but he
taught us about his aboriginal culture and
how it is passed with care from one
generation to the next. After our successful
hunt (I caught lunch!), he invited us back to
his family home, basic but completely
authentic, and cooked the crab for our
group.

That afternoon we explored the Daintree River by pontoon boat with our delightful guide,
Bruce. Not only did we see multiple crocodiles in the water, but we learned more about the
ecosystem and natural history of the rainforest, and spotted a pair of Tawny Frogmouth birds,
perfectly camouflaged and nearly impossible to see.
Dinner provided another delightful surprise with a Flames of the Forest dining experience. In a
secluded glade in the middle of the rainforest, you start to see the light through the trees.
The evening unfolds, as it would have many generations before, with an ancient tale from the
Aboriginal Dreamtime.

Wild Encounters in The Bamurru Plains

Getting ready to go on sunset safari through the Bamurru Plains, where we saw wallabies, water buffalo, kangaroos,
crocs, and wild horses called brumbies.

A three-hour flight took us to Darwin, where we boarded a twin-engine plane to Bamurru
Plains in the Outback. And it definitely felt like the Outback. We landed on a dirt runway;
there was no WiFi, no cell service. After a few panic attacks over the lack of connectedness,
we embraced the freedom of our remoteness and soaked up every bit of the Outback we
could.
Bamurru is a safari camp on the Mary River Wetlands with nine bungalows on stilts overlooking
the floodplains. Meals are served in the main house, where there is also an infinity pool and
deck. Two to three daily game drives are led by talented and experienced naturalists by
multiple means of transportation.

We saw so many mothers and babies on safari, including this wallaby mum and her nursing joey.

After a hearty lunch and time to settle into our bungalows, we were off on our first game
drive with our naturalist, Shannon. We immediately spotted a wallaby, and another, and a
baby, and more! We kept asking to stop to take photos, then realized we were surrounded by
hundreds of wallabies and would never finish our game drive if we kept stopping! As we
continued on, we learned about the water buffalo wandering through the marsh – they are
farmed on the ranch which houses Bamurru. Countless species of birds flew in and out of
sight, and the majestic wild horses called Brumbies curiously watched us as we made our way
through their home.
Then, a flash of red and a crocodile rushed for an attack on one of the Brumbies. This is the
heartbreaking part of the bush. We all just wanted to help, but you realize you are in the wild
and cannot interfere with the circle of life. With hearts heavy, we continued on, passing
massive termite mounds and visiting the “nursery,” where juvenile water buffalo look after
their younger siblings while the mother is away in the marsh during the day.

Water buffalo are actually farmed on the land that encompasses the Bamurru Plains. On the left you can see a baby
tucked in next to its mother.

We were redeemed when we saw some of the mothers returning and their babies crying with
joy as they run to meet them. The only sweeter sight was our next stop, called “The Mothers’
Group” of wallabies, which gathers on the front lawn of the property near sunset. Our faith in
the circle of life simply needed a remedy of wallaby babies, some peeking out of the pouch,
and other juveniles sneaking a sip of milk from mama.

The sun was beginning to set, so we stopped just along the floodplain and watched the show –
dark outlines of water buffalo migrating back to the bush for the night against red, pink and
orange sky. The flat marsh gives a long sunset, plenty of time to enjoy our cocktails off the
back of our Range Rover, recounting the stories of the day.
The next morning I heard many little footsteps beneath me and woke to the sunrise smack dab
in front of my bungalow. The wallabies were waking, too, and hopping all around (and under)
my bungalow. The bungalows are open with screens on three sides, so I just sat up and
enjoyed the show. I heard rustling in the bush beside me, and out walked a massive water
buffalo followed by a juvenile, followed by a baby. The kookaburra was laughing, and a host of
other birds replying back. Best wake-up call ever.

There are so many ways view wildlife in the Bamurru Plains, including by airboat ride through the floodplain
wetlands of the Mary River catchment.

After a delicious breakfast, caffeinated and well fed, we were set for our airboat game drive
with Shannon. Wow – there’s always a different perspective on everything you see when you
are in a new form of transportation. We literally flew over the marsh on the airboat, stopping
for excellent bird sightings, an occasional water buffalo in our route, a lesson in lilypads and
looking out for crocs. We learned yesterday how strategic, fast and powerful this apex
predator is and were happy to keep our hands in the boat, please! With Shannon’s help, we
were all shouting out the birds we could see, too – azure kingfisher, rainbow bee-eater and
more.
After lunch, we caught our flightseeing plane for a sky-high tour of Kakadu National Park.
Seeing this massive and gorgeous natural beauty from the air is beyond spectacular.
Escarpments jutting out of the land and a natural stone arch – right next to the ocean. Our
pilot was a great storyteller and shared the culture and natural history of the Outback. My
favorite quote was, “If the stingers don’t get you, the sharks will, and if the sharks don’t get
you, the crocs will.” The Outback can be a harsh environment, but we were so fortunate to
experience it with Bamurru Plains.

Exploring the Bamurru Plains via quad bike was a tremendous amount of fun.

Because we had time to fit in one more activity, Sam, our other naturalist, set up quad bikes
for an off-road game drive. I think we had more fun with the quad bikes than actually seeing
the wildlife, but what a blast to be navigating through termite mounds, watching the
wallabies hop next to you in a race. We arrived back to the ranch filthy but happy (the only
white was our smiles) and just in time for one more Bamurru sunset.
Our final morning at Bamurru was spent on a boat ride along the Mary River. Several
naturalists joined us to spot wildlife and explained how the river and floodplain changes from
wet season to dry season. In addition to many big crocodiles lounging in the sun, we spotted
several species of kingfisher, a spoonbill stork and mudskippers – fish that live both in the
water and on the banks of the river, and walk/hop in the mud using their fins.

Cruising the Many Delights of Sydney

We boarded our sailing yacht for a luxury cruise that featured farm-to-yacht fare, a tour through Sydney Harbour,
and even an encounter with a pod of dolphins.

We flew back to Darwin and then on to Sydney a bit dusty, windblown and WiFi-deprived, but
landed in the very best place. The staff at the Park Hyatt Sydney welcomed us as if we were
royalty, and settled us into our stunning rooms overlooking the harbor and opera house – from
one extreme to another.
The next morning, we all met for a full tour of the Park Hyatt, which gives you a perfect sense

of place with a view, warm staff and a location right on the water – total luxury without an
ounce of pretension. With only 155 rooms, it feels more like a luxury apartment building than
a hotel.
Now off to discover Sydney! It had been raining
for several days, and as soon as we arrived the
skies cleared and we had a full sunny day
ahead. We boarded “The Count,” our sailing
yacht for our cruise through Sydney Harbour.
Our private chef prepared farm-to-yacht fare,
explaining her philosophy on food and
sustainability while we gobbled every bit of it
up. Of course, there was wine, bubbles and
local craft brews to complement our meal. The
captain shared his local knowledge as we
sailed past the Opera House and neighborhoods
of Sydney, with a brief interruption for a pod
of dolphins swimming past.

Later, we had an important date at Urban Winery. Owner and Chief Winemaker Alex Retief was
awaiting our arrival for wine tasting. He welcomed us with beautiful oak barrels and a spread
of wine, cheese and charcuterie, then shared his family’s history in winemaking and how he
created his award-winning winery in Sydney’s entertainment district.

At Urban Winery in Sydney we met up with a second FAM group, including Cathy Dorton of Travel Experts and Aaron
Levitt of Four Hundred, who had traveled through Australia's famed Blue Mountains

As a grand finale that evening, Stuart Rigg, the team at Southern Crossings and Destination
NSW hosted our group for dinner at Aria. The award-winning, two-hatted restaurant sits on the
edge of Sydney’s glistening harbor, just steps from the Opera House. We couldn’t have asked
for a better last meal from renowned Australian chef Matt Moran. We celebrated our travels,
our stories and friendships made, and toasted to our next trip to Australia with Southern
Crossings, who made each of these extraordinary moments possible.

