
WORDS_TARA WELLS. PHOTOS_DESTINATION NSW

RIPPING YARNS
There are as many great stories as there are great 
views on Sydney’s new Bondi to Manly Walk.
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Views of Sydney Harbour 
from Bradleys Head 
Walking Track, Mosman.
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A walk can be more than an accumulation of 
footsteps, more than stringing two locations 
together by foot. One of the best ways to get 
to this deeper experience is through story. 
That was my goal in writing The Bondi to 
Manly Walk Guidebook. Keeping the comfort 
of how to get from A to B but with more. I 
set out to weave together the many layers of 
a green city into one common thread and by 
doing so, transform a (very pretty) walk into 
a memorable experience.

The Bondi to Manly Walk is an 80km 
route connecting two of Australia’s most 
iconic beaches and passing every bay, beach 
and headland along the way. The semi-urban 
walk passes through the glittering harbour 
city, over the Harbour Bridge and through 
Sydney Harbour National Park with its 
remnant bushland alongside multi-million-
dollar mansions.

I’d walked most of the track before, some 
sections countless times. And each time I 
admired the views. Every harbour vista, every 
clifftop expanse, every winding bush track.

I had even improved at naming what I was 
seeing: twisting angophora only outdone by 
the curlicues of fig roots finding hold among 
the sandstone; New Holland honeyeaters 
darting about the banksia scrub; a field of 
flannel flowers distracting my eye from 
camouflaged tawny frogmouths above.

But something changed when I discovered 
the stories of the places that I walked 
through. I understood Sydney – its landscape, 
people, the connectedness of the past to the 

present – in a way I never had before. And 
walking through this history, these stories, 
was the only way to get there.

Going public
Nudging at me with every step was the first 
question: how was I even walking through 
so much bushland in Australia’s largest 
city? Miraculously, 392 hectares of prime 
harbourside real estate is a protected national 
park. I sought to find out how.

Gazetted in 1975, Sydney Harbour National 
Park consists of disjointed land parcels dotted 
along the harbour foreshore. The park’s genesis 
came from demand for public access to privately 
owned foreshore from the late 19th century 
onwards. It exists alongside numerous foreshore 
reserves owned by councils and trusts that, like 
the park, were formed through a series of laws, 
community movements and protests.

William Notting, founder of the 
community-led Harbour Foreshores Vigilance 
Committee in 1905, summed it up: ‘’It is 
useless … to talk about Sydney possessing the 
most beautiful harbour in the world, unless 
steps be taken to prevent it becoming a private 
lake. At present it is little better than a pond in 
a privately-owned paddock.’’

The resulting Foreshores Resumption 
Scheme – a government pot of money used to 
buy back harbourside land – is responsible for 
Nielsen Park and the Hermitage Foreshore 
Reserve, amongst others. A century later, the 
walking track that winds through these places 

Clockwise from above: 

Bondi to Manly Walk symbols along 
the trail at Bondi Beach.

The Bondi to Manly offers gorgeous 
views over Sydney Harbour.

Exploring the historic fort and military 
relics at Middle Head in Sydney 
Harbour National Park, Mosman.

Scenic harbour views along the 
Hermitage Foreshore Track, Vaucluse.
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enjoys the largest patch of remnant bushland 
on the south side of the harbour.

An even earlier short-lived government policy 
still resonates down the decades. For 11 years 
from 1831, land sales were governed by a 100-foot-
wide (30m) foreshore reservation. It irrevocably 
excluded the waterside from private ownership. 
Properties that first sold while this clause was in 
place include Manly, Reef Beach and Cremorne 
Point. When I walk on bush track, minding my 
step over gnarled roots and Sydney red gums 
framing views of the aquamarine harbour, I’m 
directly benefiting from the foresight of a handful 
of long-dead lawmakers.

Green acres
By the 1960s, the state government was in full 
swing buying foreshore land to use as public 
green space, a task made easier by now obsolete 
headland forts such as Bradleys Head, Middle 
Head and North Head. These particular 
tracks have outmoded technology to thank for 
their existence. Goodbye defensive cannons, 
hello pristine bush.

“A TRADE UNION 
WAS AN UNLIKELY 
COMMUNITY PARTNER 
IN THE EARLY 1970S”
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A trade union was an unlikely community 
partner in the early 1970s. Members of the 
Builder Labourers Federation, led by Jack 
Mundey, refused to work on construction 
sites that would either have ripped up green 
space (imagine the Royal Botanic Gardens 
as the Opera House’s carpark) or destroyed 
heritage buildings in The Rocks, Potts Point 
and Woolloomooloo. These became known 
as ‘green bans’ and as well as protecting 
parkland, the community recognised there 
was a built environment worth preserving too. 
Woolloomooloo’s finger wharf is one such 
example. Walkers can pop their head inside the 
revamped hotel lobby to see the bones of the 
building and its sympathetic revitalisation.

There is no better example of the layers of 
history and the thread of geography than at 
the recently revitalised Barangaroo – a part 
of Sydney I’ve deliberately included in a city 
walk circuit in addition to the official coastline-
hugging beach-to-beach route.

The Great Depression played out on this 
now gleaming stretch of former dockyards. 
Wanna-be workers walked from pier to wharf, 
seeking a day of low-paid casual employment. 
No work; no money, no food. This was ‘the 
Hungry Mile’ (knowing this transforms today’s 
long stretch of wharfside restaurants into an 
Alanis Morissette-worthy irony).

This colloquial naming – the Hungry Mile 
– was suggested when the area was mooted for 
revival in the early 2000s. The government chose 

a tribute name instead but bucked a 200-year 
trend of naming places after either a patron or 
people in prominent jobs – of which there were 
only men to choose from. (Here’s to you, Lord 
Sydney, the British home secretary who hired 
Captain Arthur Phillip to head the fledgling 
colony.) This time, it chose Barangaroo.

Naming rights
Barangaroo was a Gamaragal woman from 
the Manly area at the time of the First 
Fleet. She would have been there at North 
Harbour – part of the walking route – during 
a meeting of the two cultures when Captain 
Phillip noted how ‘manly’ the men presented. 
The smallpox brought unwittingly by the 
newcomers killed her husband and two 
children and she remarried, to Bennelong 
– a man with his own complex relationship 
with Europeans, first kidnapped and later on 
more friendly terms, an epic three year return 
journey to London. (I’m reminded of his story 
walking around Bennelong Point, site of the 
Sydney Opera House).

Barangaroo saw what increasing contact with 
the European colonists meant. And she didn’t 
like it. She broke Bennelong’s fishing spear 
when he first got about in European clothes. 
She also snatched the whip out of a flogger’s 
hands when a convict was being whipped for 
stealing. The officers’ written journals show 
they too were wary of Barangaroo.

Above: Sulphur-crested cockatoo 
feeding from a grevillea bush in 
Mosman, Sydney.

Above right: Couple enjoying a scenic 
walk around Parsley Bay, Vaucluse.
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This naming – Barangaroo – may be an 
aberration because way off-track, Sydney’s new 
airport space has been announced as Bradfield. 
At Clontarf along the route I’d walked past 
a most impressive Egyptian Revival heritage-
listed poo-pumping station designed by chief 
engineer J.C.C. Bradfield, and paused for 180° 
views over the eastern harbour beside noisy 
eight-laned Bradfield Highway stretching over 
Sydney Harbour Bridge. Ah well, Bradfield, 
eh, the new suburb. Add it to the list.

Flower power
The six-year old parkland of Barangaroo 
Reserve also marks a significant shift in 
what Australians value in their gardens and 
green space. I’d peeked into the faithfully 
reconstructed 19th century garden of 
Observatory Hill and seen the errant bamboo 
grove escaped from exotic species brought 
to Vaucluse House’s gardens in the 1800s 
(and nodded appreciatively to knobbly old 
melaleucas growing nearby). But Barangaroo 
was planted with 75,000 plants, all endemic to 
Australia.

It complements Sydney’s increasing 
appreciation for what was here before: one 
of the most extravagant displays of blooming 
red bottlebrush was on a roadside kerb, and 
Bushcare volunteers are to thank for the 
revitalisation of Diamond Bay’s threatened 
cliffside hanging swamp and Cremorne Point’s 
lush bushland. The pervasive lantana of my 
childhood thankfully grows dimmer with time.

There are other places along the Bondi to 
Manly Walk where a casual bypasser simply 
appreciates the view, like from McKell Park 

down the end of a long suburban road reaching 
to Darling Point’s ferry wharf. It’s a hidden 
gem, easy to miss but boasting close-up views 
of Clark Island and across to the tree-covered 
headland of Bradleys Head (more bushland for 
walkers to explore en route). But it’s the story 
that makes this place memorable.

Real estate intrigue and dodgy development 
deals between political mates started at what 
is now called McKell Park. In 1828, Arthur 
Kemmis applied for a land grant on the point 
between Rushcutters Bay and Double Bay. He 
wanted to start a whaling business (Mosman 
Bay’s story across the water explains why: it 
was a goldmine before there was gold) but was 
refused. He was told “it’s specially reserved 
for public purposes”. Four years later the 
Colonial Treasurer, a good mate of the Acting 
Governor, was miraculously reserved the same 
site. Kemmis got cranky; there was a hoo-hah; 
the land was granted to someone else.

No matter, the Treasurer simply bought 
it from him for 50 percent more than the 
grant awardee had paid six weeks earlier. 
The Treasurer, the Honourable Campbell 
Drummond Riddell, named his newly-built 
property after his mate, the Acting Governor, 
Colonel Lindesay. Now a National Trust house 
museum, Lindesay was subdivided in 184 and 
finally became a park in 1983. At last, it is 
‘specially reserved for public purposes’.

I wrote the guidebook for people like me: 
walkers who appreciate the scenery, but want 
more, a deeper understanding. Through the 
stories we don’t just walk a footpath or bush 
track, we walk in the steps of those that came 
before us. Then we can feel that a walk is 
about connectedness, place and belonging. 

Above: Aerial view of Sydney 
Harbour from Clifton Gardens

Right: North Fort, Manly section 
of the Bondi to Manly Walk.

NEED TO  
KNOW
For info on 
the Bondi to 
Manly Walk visit 
bonditomanly.
com and to 
purchase a 
copy of Tara 
Wells’ guidebook ($34.99) visit 
newsouthbooks.com.au
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