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Legends and spirits are
hiding in the rocks and rivers
of ancient Arnhem Land,

writes Ewen Bell

TRIP through Arnhem Land in

the Top End is one of Australia’s

great adventures.

There’s not much of a tourist

trail, just a dusty red road that
throws up stones and punctures tyres. But
the land has many stories to tell, if you
know where to look.

Rocks and rivers define the Arnhem
landscape. Floods drench the plains from
December to March. Above the floodplains
are sandstone and granite hills, sacred sites
that have been repositories for indigenous
art for tens of thousands of years.

The first stop when crossing into
Arnhem Land, travelling from Darwin via
Kakadu National Park, is the town of
Oenpelli. I drop into the artists’ co-
operative and ask for a guide to walk me
through the rock art at Injaluk Hill.

Wilfred, a traditional land owner and
talented painter, is my host.

Injaluk translates into ‘‘fish dreaming’’,
and depictions of barramundi and saratoga
dominate the ochre paintings. Even the
simplest images tell a story — for instance,
the barramundi whose severed head is
being carried in a dilly bag.

“It tells us we can travel with the fish
for several days. Good food on hunting
trips,”” Wilfred says.

To visitors the site appears to be a maze
of open galleries, but to the locals this is
their history writ large. Ghost-like figures
of ancestors appear throughout the rock art
at Injaluk. They have been watching on for
more than 10,000 years.

Spirits are painted in ochre, often in
bizarre forms that symbolise their powers.

“‘Only the wisest of elders can see the
spirits,”” Wilfred says. ‘“When they see a
spirit they have to warn everyone, so they
paint him.”’

North of Oenpelli a dirt track leads to Mt
Borradaile, home to a unique collection of
significant art sites. Here a 6m-long
painting of the vengeful rainbow serpent
has survived for more than 8000 years.
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Dream world: local children love to ham it up for the cameras.

Mt Borradaile’s head man, Max David-
son, is passionate about the indigenous
people and the beauty of their culture.

With Max’s help you can spend a couple
of days exploring Mt Borradaile, unearth-
ing the stories behind each painting.

Galleries hidden in rocky catacombs
feature emus, kangaroos, thylacine and
geese. Not all the wildlife is on the wall,
however. Much of it roams freely in the
nearby lagoons of Cooper Creek.

Sunset cruises successfully combine
migrating birds, curious crocodiles and dry
sparkling wine.

Continuing east across Arnhem Land the
scenery changes every hour, from termite
mounds to cycad forests and savanna.
Where pandanus trees grow there’s usually
water nearby, and little is more pleasing to
the eye than arriving at a river crossing.

Sandy banks and shady trees make river
crossings the perfect spot for a swim.
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Crocodiles don’t like shallow water be-
cause they cannot conceal themselves, so
travellers and locals make the most of the
clear, flowing water on a hot day.

Indigenous kids like to make a splash,
but when you bring the camera out they
really ham it up. Even the elders get
excited when you ask to take their
photograph.

between towns, so any excuse will

do for a stop: a drift of purple
flowers, a frill-necked lizard warming
itself in the sun, a flock of red-tailed
cockatoos.

When we reach the Gove Peninsula, on
the eastern edge of Arnhem Land, there are
1000km between us and Darwin.

All the modern conveniences can be
found at Nhulunbuy, and one last cultural
treasure in the nearby coastal sand dunes.

The traditional owners at Bawaka enjoy
a connection with land and sea, and they’re
happy to share it with visitors.

Timmy, the head man of the village,
collects guests from Nhulunbuy and drives
them to Bawaka in a beaten-up four-wheel-
drive. He makes several stops to collect
bush tucker, talk about seasonal foods and
catch mud crabs and fish.

Timmy watches the water carefully as
we drive along the beach, then suddenly
stops the car and races into the sea with
spear in hand. He catches more than half of
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---{S?Getting there: Qantas, Jetstar,

Virgin and now Tiger fly from
Melbourne to Darwin.

Travelling through Arnhem Land
or entering specific townships
requires a permit from the
Northern Land Council. It’s not a
difficult process, you just need
to plan a few weeks ahead.
www.nlc.org.au

"":5"Getting around: Arnhem Way, a

circular route across the
northern end of Arnhem Land,
then return along the southern
highway through Kakadu
National Park and Katherine, is
now open for travellers to drive.

“More information: Visit Tourism

NT website for more details and
accommodation options.
www.travelnt.com

presenting an exhibition, Journey
into Kakadu and Arnhem Land,
at Federation Square from March
17-31. Photographs from
Kakadu, Mt Borradaile, Gove and
all points between will be on
display in the Atrium.

Road trip: (top) Arnhem Land does not have much of a tourist trail.

Splash out:

(above left) river
crossings provide a
safe swimming
spot.

What a beauty:
(above right) a
jacana.
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Daydream Island
41/2‘Star from $639*

INCLUDES 5 nights accommodation

at Daydream Island Resort and Spa

PLUS breakfast daily and return transfers.

ADD Return airfare to Hamilton Island from $358*.

*
Gold Coast ion 249
INCLUDES 4 nights 5-star accom at Royal Woods
Resort in a 1 Bedroom Suite PLUS breakfast hamper
on arrival. BONUS Includes 1 FREE night.
ADD Return airfare from $218*.

Tasmania
StaY/Dnve from $51 9*

INCLUDES 7 nights accom throughout Tasmania
PLUS 7 days car hire with unlimited kilometres.
ADD Return airfare to Hobart from $178*

A/hf/{na

Auckland e fron® DS D"
Bangkok eunfion> 9 19"
London cunton®15609*
London

Business Class eunion® 345"

Round the World
from$221 5*

Sydney one way fr0m$99*

Overved!

Bangkok
and Phuket from $1 379*

INCLUDES Return airfare, 3 nights accom
in Bangkok PLUS 8 nights 4'-star accom
in Phuket at Alpina Phuket Nalina Resort with

breakfast throughout.

ooe *
Fiji 5-Star 1on 999
INCLUDES Return airfare, 5 nights accom

at Outrigger on the Lagoon PLUS return transfers.

BONUS Includes 40% discount on room rate.

New Zealand
Fly/Motorhome ., 699"

INCLUDES Return airfare to Christchurch
PLUS 10 days hire of a 2 berth motorhome.

Susie
O'Neill

I'fr’

En]oy the holiday you
pald for or we'll give
hollday promlse you a $100 voucher~

Call 1300 722 079

Visit www.escapetravel.com.au

(g EscapeTravel

what he sees. The young lads also have
some success.

The rest of the day is spent at the village,
cooking seafood over hot coals, joining in
traditional dances and taking a hands-on
class in bushcraft.

"If you book a holiday (comprising airfares and/or accommodation) with Escape Travel and it is not the holiday you paid for in your itinerary, then see us instore
up to one month after you return from your holiday, and we will give you a $100 voucher per booking (not per person travelling) for use towards your next
holiday package. Issue of the voucher is not an admission of liability. We reserve the right to withdraw this offer at any time.*Travel restrictions & conditions
apply. Please ask us for further details. Prices & taxes are correct as at 11 Feb 08 &are subject to change without notice. Prices are per person & are subject to
availability. Accom (if included) is based on twin share unless otherwise stated. Seasonal surcharges may apply depending on date of travel. Additional levies,
government charges & other applicable fees may apply & are beyond our control. Additional taxes speific to your flight routing may apply (where airfare is
included). Payments made by credit card will incur a surcharge. Service charges from $10 per one way domestic airfare & $15 per one way Trans-Tasman airfare
apply to in-store & telephone bookings. Booking fee of $15.95 applies to domestic airfare online bookings. FROM MELBOURNE . Lic. No. 31089. Flight
Centre Limited trading as Escape Travel.

It’s tradition: spears are used to catch fish at Bawaka.

Wild: sunset cruises mix birds, crocodiles and sparkling wine.

Bush tucker: locals share their knowledge of bush food.

Sea what | caught: mud crabs and fish on the menu at Bawaka.



