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It was the Easter holiday bonanza season and a
long weekend asked for a long drive. So this
time, we undertook the ambitious journey of
driving all the way from Sydney up to Byron Bay
along the Legendary Pacific Coast.

Byron Bay
Coffs Harbour
Port Macquarie
Sydney

Spectacularly named, this road trip is rated
amongst the best in the country and stretches
900 km to connect the two of the largest cities of
Australia - Sydney and Brisbane. This highway
hugs the delectable golden coast of New South
Wales, while occasionally foraying into the
hinterlands for a dash of diversity.
It was quite a drive, as we covered over 1500
kms in 4 days and pit-stopped at numerous
locales, each more beautiful than the earlier ~
Port Macquarie, Coff’s Harbour, the Waterfall
Way, Yamba, and finally, the crown jewels of the
Pacific coast - Byron Bay. Been there, done that!
The following pages highlight the stunning
locales of the coasts of New South Wales –
historic lighthouses, grand waterfalls,
magnificent beaches and sweeping lagoons. If
you speak to the ancient Pacific, it will perhaps
acknowledge that these are indeed the stuff that
legends are made of!

Map courtesy: Stamen maps

Coffs Harbour

Our first stop on the journey was Coffs harbor, about 550 km north of Sydney. This bustling town owes its name to John Korff,
who, back in 1847, sought shelter or safe harbor in these waters from a fierce storm – hence the name, Korffs harbor. Over the
years, the name was simplified to Coffs harbor

One of the more popular spots in Coff’s harbor is the Muttonbird
island (above). The muttonbirds are shearwaters (inset) – birds
that nest in underground burrows in the island every spring. The
name – Muttonbird – was given by early European settlers who
compared the dark meat of the bird to the color and texture of
guess what, mutton!
From the early Gumbaynggirr aborigines to Europeans to even
locals during the Great Depression in the 1930s, these birds on the
island have been extensively hunted by humans for their meat and
their eggs, but are now protected on this Nature Reserve

The walk from the town and main beach to the Muttonbird island makes for a wonderful walk, specially during sunrise or sunset.
It’s a haven for spotting wildlife. During the winter months, this is a splendid vantage point to watch whales migrating along the
Australian coast, while during spring, you can watch the fledgling shearwaters coming out of their underground nests, attempting
to fly (inset). Moreover, the waters beyond Coffs Harbor form the Solitary Islands Marine Park, replete with giant mantas, cuttlefish
and tropical reef fish that come here all the way from the Great Barrier Reef.

At Coffs Harbor, the hills meet the seas. A drive to Sealy lookout gives
panoramic views of the Pacific waters on one side and the world
heritage hilly rainforests on the other. These are the ancient
Gondwana Rainforests of Australia including the primitive and rare
Antarctic beech tree. Few places on earth today contain so many plants
and animals which remain relatively unchanged from their ancestors
that grew extensively in a once green Antartica which was merged
with Australia in the supercontinent of Gondwanaland.
This is also where the country starts getting more tropical, leading to
large cultivations of banana, avocado and pineapples. As if to reinforce
this fact, the ‘Big Banana’ glares in the middle of Coffs Harbor, making
it one of the most Instagrammed spots of the town.
Our next stop was the Coffs Harbor Butterfly House – a small but
delectable greenhouse to spot the winged wonders (see next page)

Waterfall Way

We took a detour from our coastal sojourn
and moved into the hinterlands to get a
glimpse of the romantically named
Waterfall Way . It is often considered
NSW’s most scenic route and passes
through the bucolic tablelands of New
England. Numerous rivers tumble down
steep escarpments of the Great Dividing
Range to create spectacular waterfalls
such as the Dangar Falls (earlier page) and
the Ebor Falls.
Home to seven national parks, three of
which are considered UNESCO World
Heritage sites due to their primeval
Gondwana vegetation, the Waterfall Way
is a separate journey by itself. However we
had to return to our original coastal route,
though I did like the teaser trailer and
made a mental note to plan a separate trip
here someday. Pictured here is the small
but charming Newell Falls

Autumn colors on the Waterfall Way

A 1 km walk takes one to the base of the Dangar Falls, which
makes for a dashing swimming spot on a warm summer day

Byron Bay

After a long drive of over 800 km, we had finally
reached our Promised Land – haven for the
hippies, sanctum for spent out souls and refuge for
the romantics – Byron Bay.
The place was named by James Cook after a fellow
sailor, John Byron - hold your guns- who was also
the grandfather of the more popular poet, Lord
Byron
If you thought you had mistaken Byron Bay to be
named after the poet all these days, you are not the
only one! In the late 1800s, the town planner also
thought the same , and as if to reinforce the sense
of poetry, named other streets after Wordsworth,
Browning, Milton, Kingsley, Keats, Cowper and yes
Byron!

One of the most popular landmarks at Byron Bay is its
famous lighthouse. The tower was designed by a Charles
Harding, who also designed similar lighthouses at Norah
Head and Jervis Bay’s popular Point Perpendicular. The
Byron Bay lighthouse was completed in 1901 – the date well
emblazoned on the edifice for posterity to remember.
For the record keepers, the lighthouse is the most powerful
one in Australia. Also, it houses a Whale Research Centre
given its importance as a vantage point on the annual
migration route for whales along the Australian coast

There are brilliant walking trails all around the lighthouse – including
one that takes you to the easternmost point of mainland Australia!
Pictured here is the brilliant Tallows Beach – named after, well, an oil
spill way back in the1860s, littering 120 casks of tallow on this beach!

Having walked and swam and ran around was not enough
for us. So we added another tick to our checklist – a
gyrocopter ride atop Byron Bay.
The flying club seemed full of bright large looking toys
such as our orange gyro or the cute microlight (inset) or
the numerous gliders that kept swooping in and out over
our heads.
Our pilot, Oli, gave us a great introduction to our joyride
for the day – that the gyrocopter is less tumultuous than
any other flying device as its rotor acts as the balancing
wings as well, which unlike other aircraft are not rigidly
fixed to the body, thus reducing the impact of turbulence.
Of course, the body of the gyrocopter is all open, but then
that’s what makes for awesome snaps on a sunny day!

The view from the top is worth the ascent, right? The amazing greenish waters was a
sight to behold, with shipwrecks (the two black spots), countless kayaks and surfers
embellishing the waterscapes. We also spotted a pod of dolphins way out on the waters!

With Byron Bay, how can one be far from its lighthouse? This view, in particular, mesmerized me, especially with the swirling of the blue and
green waters, the fluorescent kayaks and Cape Byron, gradually descending into the waters and marking the easternmost point of the mainland

Another spectacular view with the Lighthouse and the Tallow beach

Pictured here is the
protruding Cape Byron
and the Pass – the
concave beach on the top
right – one of the most
iconic surfing spots of the
country

Most waves reaching this beach at the Pass have to refract around Cape Byron
resulting in a decrease in wave height toward the Cape, thereby making them
gentler and tamer. In addition waves refracting around Cape Byron tend to run
almost at right angles along the Pass. These produce the surf for which it is
internationally famous

Port Macquarie

Named after the governor of NSW,
Lachlan Macquarie, Port Macquarie
was founded in 1821as a penal
settlement, replacing Newcastle as the
destination for convicts in New South
Wales. The region was first opened to
settlers in 1830 and later in the
decade, the penal settlement was
closed. Settlers quickly took advantage
of the area’s bountiful pastoral land,
timber and fisheries.
In 1840, the ‘Wool Road’ from the
Northern Tablelands was under
construction to enable wool and other
produce to be shipped from the port.
However, the town never progressed as
a port, due to the presence of a
notorious coastal bar close to the Port.
Over 20 shipwrecks occurred in the
area before a lighthouse was erected
here in 1879 (earlier page)
Port Macquarie was always known as
a harbor traffic destination. However,
the construction of the North Coast
Railway in1910 forever changed the
way goods were delivered and the
whatever trade the town had further
dwindled.
Port Macquarie became a quiet fishing
village until the 1960s when the
travel industry grew and the town
became a popular tourist destination
which it still remains today.

The three hills seen here were called the Three Brothers
Mountains by the local Birpai Aboriginal people. Visible from
far away, they were used for references and navigations from
far away. Coincidence or not, when Captain James Cook
passed this area in 1770, he also named the hills the Three
Brothers.
On a clear day, one can see the wrecks of the SS Watonga just
off the rocks on the beach, today called the Watonga Rocks.

Close by is the Tacking Point Lighthouse, Australia’s third oldest lighthouse
situated on a promontory of the same name. Tacking point was in turn named by
the great explorer, Matthew Flinders in 1802 during his circumnavigation of the
continent (tacking means changing course of a boat. So good ol’ Flinders must
have had a good time charting these waters two centuries back). On a clear
sunny day, the beaches around tacking point makes for brilliant walks. One can
spend the entire day just watching the waves crashing on to the rocks, and
feeling time slide by…

Another interesting place at Port Macquarie is the Koala Hospital that rescues injured koalas and treats them before rehabilitation and release
into the wild. Without any government support, it is both challenging and admirable to see the hospital working hard to save the precious local
denizens. Pictured here is a koala rescued in a forest fire, with clearly visible burns on its body

After our stay at the quaint town, it was time to return, and
we spent the last few hours lazing on the sands of Port
Macquarie. I was also busy wondering that there was so
much more to see on the legendary coast route. But then ,
you need time to explore the world and would rather spend
a day soaking in the colors of one place rather than continue
to chase the horizon that is ceaseless. One will always have
the world to pursue, but sometimes, what matters most is
perhaps the here and the now.
The world was silent, as if respecting my thoughts, except for
the waves that kept crashing. A red eagle glided over the
skies at this instant, that I recognized immediately as the
Brahminy kite. It is mostly found in the Indian subcontinent,
and I have seen them on countless occasions during my
travels in the Malabar and Konkan coasts.
The brahminy kite has spread today into south east Asia, and
as far as the eastern coast of Australia. It is the legendary
‘Garuda’ of Indonesia, the mount of Lord Vishnu, while
locals here call it the red backed sea eagle.

I had never seen this bird on this country before. Finding this
bird here – so far away from home, wherever that place is –
therefore seemed unexpected. But then this was the Pacific
coast, full of wonders, yet made of the simplicities of life.
After four days of exploring this coast line, it was perhaps
the world’s way of responding that this the beauty of the
Pacific, this was indeed the legendary Pacific coast !

