OVER THE TOP
DOWN UNDER
The most spectacular way to savour the isolated Kimberley in Western Australia?
From above, on a private heli-safari. Stanley Johnson gets high on dreamscapes

just dropping BY
Flying past Mitchell Falls
along the Kimberley coastline.
On foot, the falls are
accessible to those happy to
undertake a three-mile hike

F

or my money, the USP of a helicopter is simply that
it can get you to places other means of transport
can’t – and there can be few parts of the world
where that ability is more important than the
Kimberley in Western Australia. Although it’s an
area the size of Britain, with a population of around
35,000, most parts have no roads or airstrips or
regular boat services, and are totally inaccessible.
Yet, thanks to a new expedition organised by the
Australian company HeliSpirit, which has a fleet of 20 magical flying
machines, I found myself sitting right at the edge of this area, at a table in
the PumpHouse restaurant. I had arrived in Broome, 620 miles away,
only a couple of hours ago, and yet here I was, admiring the flying foxes
drifting across the air into the sunset.
The expeditions, I was told, enable you to see an enormous part of the
region, without expending any effort. Or that’s the theory. It didn’t quite
feel like that the next morning, when at 8am, still jet-lagged after the
flight from London, I found myself at the front of a Bell 206, embarking
on the first leg of a six-day heli-safari that would take me along the
Kimberley coast, inland to El Questro and the Bungle Bungles, and back.
Technically, this aircraft seats six. But happily, apart from our pilot,
Liam Dumbrell, a keen, fit man in his early twenties, there were only
three of us, so we had room to spread. Not before the safety briefing,
though. “Always walk round the front of the chopper,” Liam warned.
“Don’t get anywhere near the rear rotor.”
Having learnt to duck under the blades as we got out, our first stop
was the sand dunes at the edge of the Cambridge Gulf, where we were
whisked off to Berkeley River Lodge. Comforts in these parts don’t come
much better; I had an air-conditioned suite with a king-size bed and an
open-air shower, and there was an open-air bath, too, should I have
wanted to lie back and look at the tropical night sky. That night,
overlooking the sweep of the Timor Sea and the mouth of the Berkeley
River, I turned down the offer of a multi-course degustation menu, and
settled for fresh-caught barramundi and a beer. I had felt like a swim in
the sea earlier, but had been warned about saltwater crocodiles, so was
taken up-river into the bush instead to find a rock pool.
But there was good sea-swimming at our next stop, Kimberley
Coastal Camp, run by Tub White and his wife, Jules – and good fishing.
Within minutes of casting the lure into the water, I felt a tug and reeled
in a large bass, screaming lustily as I did so. When we had caught as
much as we could eat, we called it a day. Knowing that I wanted a proper
swim, Tub motored me over to a small, deserted island where the water
was calm and crystal clear and no dangers lurked, and then went back to
camp, where Tub gutted the fish and lit a wood fire to cook them.

BEST FRONDS
The Zebedee Hot Springs
(above) at El Questro Gorge.
Right: dinner round the
campfire during an Aboriginal
adventure tour in the Kimberley

Kimberley Coastal Camp is magnificently isolated, and the nearest
shop is days away, but Jules is a culinary genius. Her kitchen – open at
the sides, with the customary tin roof and a huge, polished wood table –
is the communal dining room. Charcoal mangrove jack, Timor Sea
bream, green curry, steamed mud-crab with lemon aioli, saffron
jasmine rice and warm rye bread... Jules, it seemed to me, could
turn her hand to anything. She has a solar-powered hob as well as the
wood fire and a stack of CDs which serve to remind her guests that, yes,
there is another world out there, albeit one that it is very far way. Only
once a year, Tub said, they had a delivery of things they couldn’t grow or
find in the ocean. “Last year, we imported three tonnes of beer. It came
in by boat.”
With Tub, on our third (no-fly) day, we went on a hike through the
bush to take in ancient rock art. On an overhang, next to a midden of
shells, Australia’s aboriginal races were drawing, painting or stencilling
images on stone some 20,000 years ago, many millennia before Ancient
Egypt appeared on the scene.
On our fourth day, Liam put the helicopter down so its tail poked
over the edge of the red limestone cliffs of the Cockburn Range, where
we enjoyed a sundowner, before heading back across the Kimberley to
El Questro. The million-acre cattle station was bought by a young
English aristocrat, Will Burrell, and his wife, Celia Shelmerdine, in 1991
and turned into one of the most famous ranches in the world, hosting
guests such as Nicole Kidman, Elton John and Kylie Minogue.

I soon discovered why. From the Homestead, set on a cliff above
the Chamberlain Gorge, there are magnificent panoramic views of the
Pentecost River. And, with only nine rooms, there is a real sense of
intimacy. After a day of outdoor expeditions, guests dine under the stars,
sampling dishes such as Western Australian lamb and beef and wild
Cambridge Gulf barramundi, after glazed quail or fresh-water scampi.
On my first night, I met Alan Groom, the straight-speaking Yorkshireborn chef, who immediately offered to make me Yorkshire pudding.
Rather than tucking in yet again, I asked whether some cattlemustering might be on offer for guests such as myself with a farming
background. But this was not to be, not only because there are no longer
cattle on the station, but because mustering is now largely done from
little two-man helicopters. “They’ll get right down among the trees and
scrub,” Liam told us, “and use the choppers’ skids to move the cattle.”
Even without the cattle, there was plenty to do at El Questro. One day,
we walked up El Questro Gorge and swam in the rock pool beneath the
falls. This sounds straightforward and, in terms of the distance covered,
it was: not much more than a couple of miles. But it was tough-going.

I stared at
steep-sided
abysses, which
ran for miles.
I could even see
palm trees
which seemed
to sprout from
the canyon floor

way outback
The El Questro Homestead
(above), tucked away in
the Australian wilderness,
has panoramic views over the
Chamberlain Gorge. Left:
cooling off in the 60ft lap
pool at Berkeley River Lodge

If you twisted your ankle jumping from boulders, you couldn’t expect
to be rescued by an air ambulance, not even a helicopter, not in that
steep-sided gorge. In the afternoon we visited the Zebedee Hot Springs,
which the head ranger, Mike Clare, told me was called “the fertility
springs” by Nicole Kidman: “She had a baby with Keith Urban soon
after.” Strange, the random information you pick up when you travel.
Our last day of the six-day heli-safari took us to the Bungle Bungles,
a World Heritage site. The beehive domes of the hilly range comprise
just a fifth of the total area. The less famous bits of it are no less
distinctive, though millions of years of torrential rain and floodwater
have carved deep gorges in the sandstone. As our helicopter banked, to
head back north to Kununurra, I found myself staring into a series
of steep-sided abysses, criss-crossing the mountain range, running
for miles through the rock. I could even see tall palm trees which
seemed to sprout from the canyon floor.
Later, after we’d landed, our guide, Bruce Russell, told us how the
local people believe the hills were formed. “Back in the Dreamtime, an
echidna – that’s a kind of anteater – was attacked by a galah. [You can’t
be in Australia long before coming across this large, noisy white bird. I
am told that if you really wanted to insult an Australian, you would call
him a “galah” – not that I’d ever do such a thing.] Well,” Sam continued,
“the galah is attacking the echidna and the echidna is fighting for his life.
The echidna – he burrows for his life to escape the galah. As he digs to
escape, that’s how the beehives and gorges are formed.”
After a week of fine food, swimming and dreamy tales of galahs
and echidnas told beside fires, under the stars, it was finally time to take
off for the last time. This time I was sitting up front, next to the pilot, as
we traversed the Bungle Bungles and then flew over Argyle Diamond
Mine, which still produces the world’s finest pink diamonds, and the
gigantic Lake Argyle, whose hydro-power provides energy for the mine
and the lights of Kununurra.
In just a few days we had flown more than 800 miles, a distance we
could never have covered by any other means, and had seen a range of
places, people and things that we never might have experienced any
other way. Things like setting down one day to have a picnic lunch
beneath an overhanging rock as far from anywhere as it is possible to be,
only to look up and see a collection of paintings, which, I suspect, very
few, if any, non-Australians would have ever seen. Was the helicopter
trip exhilarating? Of course. But more than that, it was humbling.
Bridge and Wickers (020 3642 8551; bridgeandwickers.co.uk)
can tailor-make a two-week journey, taking in Perth, a six-night Kimberley
Circuit helicopter safari and two nights in Sydney, from £14,615 per
person, including international and domestic flights and private transfers.

