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The Great Barrier Reef needs no introduction. One of the
World’s seven natural wonders, the reef is the largest living
organism, and the largest reef in our Blue Planet.
Explored by European navigators across centuries, the reef
was brought under limelight by James Cook. His ship, the
famous Endeavour, was struck by the reef in 1770, and was
grounded for weeks near the modern day aptly named
Cooktown. However, unlike Cook who single handedly
named almost all of the east Australian coast’s jewels, it was
Matthew Flinders – Australia’s first circumnavigator - who
named this behemoth the ‘Great Barrier Reef.’
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The reef is over tens of millions years old, though the current
one is 8,000- 10,000 years in age, starting since the times of
the last ice age, and growing over the earlier ones now
inundated with rising sea levels. Ask any reef enthusiast, and
numbers will tumble out with avid insanity – over 2,600 km
long, the reef comprises 3,000 individual reefs, over 900
islands and a cornucopia of fish and sharks and bird and
turtles. But facts aside, the underwater – and aerial –
panorama of this sentient being is beyond description.
After years of deliberation, I finally had the opportunity to
head to Airlie Beach, located right in the middle of the reef.
But reef aside, the islands and the shorelines here provided a
first glimpse of the aquamarine beauty of tropical Australia,
lulled by the waters of the Coral Sea. The following pages
provide a glimmer of that beauty of the sun and sea in the
heart of the reef.

The town of Airlie Beach (left) is a gateway
to the reef and the famous Whitsunday
islands nearby. A scenic flight is a
gorgeous way to get mesmerized here.
The islands and the nearby Whitsunday
passage were named by James Cook who
assumed to have made the discovery the
passage on Whitsunday – the Sunday of
the feast of Whitsun or Pentecost, 7 weeks
after Easter. Since the International Date
Line was not yet established, the discovery
apparently occurred on Whitmonday. But
then, let sleeping dogs lie – who will deny
that Whitsunday sounds more romantic
and definitely more holiday-ish.

The first glimpse of the Reef is
as bizarre as it is exciting.
Over centuries of formation,
coral reefs have formed
towers that reach out to the
sea surface to create a
fascinating kaleidoscope of
colors.

A bit farther out and the true colors of
the reef are on striking display in an
outburst of maddening blue.

Located in the Hardy Reef, the Heart
Reef is the most famous structure in
these parts of the Coral Sea. Naturally
formed in the shape of a heart, it has
been the location of endless proposals
on the scenic flights.
Discovered in 1975, the heart shape has
lead this small reef, along with the
larger Hardy Reef of which it is a part to
become the most photographed reef in
the world!
Close by lies the ‘river’ – a deep indigo
channel that dares to separate the
turquoise waters of the reef.

As you head back to Airlie Beach atop the Whitsunday Islands, yet
another natural wonder reveals itself in the form of the
Whitehaven Beach – considered by many, thought inaccurately, as
the whitest sand beach of the country, It is nonetheless the whitest
beach on the Reef, made of 98% silica, that swirls with the low
lying waters to create heavenly pastel colors of blue and green.

It is when the full expanse of the hills and the sands reveal itself that one realizes why this is the most photographed beach of
Australia. The rise and ebb of the sea waters into the ‘Hill Inlet’ creates swirling sands – ever changing ridges of dazzling white
sands, painted by the whims of the tidal flows.

Other islands of the Whitsunday Group float on the Coral Seas like flotsam and jetsam pieces, their green rainforest cover a
pleasant break from the blinding blues of the seas.

As above, so below: Following our scenic flight, it was impossible to resist a cruise to Whitehaven Beach itself. The sands with an
astounding silica content is one of its kind, with no equal in any of the 74 islands in the Whitsunday group. Many geologists
wonder where the sands have come from, given that nearby rocks are devoid of the quartz required to create the fine sands here.
Going back in time, the Whitsunday Islands are all that remain of several volcanic calderas that erupted about a hundred million
years ago during the breakup of Gondwana, when the microcontinent of Zealandia, now mostly submerged, was being torn away
from Australia by rifting. The volcanic episode that accompanied the rifting was enormous: geologists estimate that roughly 2.5
million cubic kilometers of silica-rich magma were produced creating the Whitsunday Silicic Large Igneous Province, or SLIP - the
largest SLIP on the planet, although you’d never guess it by looking at the diminutive Whitsunday Islands today. Most of the
volcanic rocks were carried away on Zealandia and are now submerged beneath the waters of the Tasman Sea. The rest of that
immense volume filled the interior Great Australian Basin to the west. When the sea levels rose at the end of the last ice age 12,000
years back, silicic sediments from the basin moved in currents to be deposited at Whitehaven beach, creating this marvel.

(Above: Panorama shot from one of three bushwalking lookouts opposite the Hill Inlet)

The opening to the hill inlet

On Whitehaven Beach, the sands are slushy and feel softer and whiter, more like clay than conventional sand

A thousand shades of tropical blue sums up the quintessential Whitsundays

The clay like sands retain little heat, making it easier for a walk on a sunny day. They reminded me of the sandy beaches of the
Maldives, though the latter, also rich in silica, are formed from coral reefs.

Back in town, Airlie Beach is a quaint little place to explore. Named after a Scottish suburb, Airlie Beach has a small population
of just over 1000, but with an annual tourist flow of over 600,000, there is a perennial party round the year. After an
interesting day on the reef, winding down in the lagoon or the marina is a great way to walk around and explore this small
town.

Frangipani,
hibiscus & much
more – tropical
Queensland has
a flora that is
refreshingly
different from its
cousins to the
south.

Clockwise from
left: At the Airlie
beach lagoon,
white headed
pigeon, darter
bird, bush stone
curlew, view
from Airlie
Beach hilltop

Night descends, and with it a bit of quietness in the town, Nonetheless, the colors continue to sparkle and charm us, as we
stroll around knowing very well that not far away lies a separate world, more colorful, and ever so brighter, and full of
astounding wonders, in the heart of the reef.

