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Because there is lots to tell you about such a great tour, I have decided to break this newsletter into two parts, so that you don’t get ‘overload’ of the tour. Then I will do Part 2 in a few days – that will be the overland section back to Cairns.

Day 1 was Thu 28/5 and we knew we had to be up early, so you really do not sleep all that well, but it was at 3.04am I first awoke, then about every ten minutes there after. That is until the bladder says – ‘get up and GO’!! That was around 4am. Usual morning cuppa around 5.30am and breakfast, before it was time to start packing up the van ready for it and the car to go into storage at the caravan park whilst we were away.

It was then a taxi ride out to Cairns airport in time to book in and get ready for a flight leaving for Horn Island around 9.20am. Sadly it was quite overcast and so did not see a real lot heading up the coast. The flight is in a 50-seater turbo prop QANTAS Link plane that included a lovely brunch box, and the journey takes approx 1hr 45mins. Before flying over the Tip and then over Thursday Island and coming into land at Horn Island.  There were 6 of us that were on the plane that would be doing the tour, and another 9 would be joining us at Punsand Bay (on the mainland) after having come up on the freighter ‘Trinity Bay’ – they left two days ago from Cairns. Have to say on first impression and subsequently over the ensuing couple of days – it really is another world up this way.

We were met at the Horn Island airport by our tour guide and taken to our accommodation for the night. It is absolutely staggering to realise that everything and I mean everything has to be freighted in – every nut, bolt, tap, bed, mattress, pillow, and anything you can think of is brought in either by air or by boat. So it is no wonder that the prices are so high – let me give you some examples:

Diesel - $2.18/Lt  (on the outer islands it was $3.60/Lt)

Milk - $6 for 2Lt (has recently been reduced down from $9 for 2Lts)

Electricity is around $500 per month – yes, I said per month!

6 pk of XXXX beer is $28.50, with a single can $5.50

and a standard pkt of Smith’s Crisps is $6

After settling in to our accommodation and a very tasty lunch, we were picked up for a very informative tour of Horn Island and learnt all about it’s roll during World War II. It would appear that approx 50 personnel were dropped off on the island and told to build a base with what was available! They appear to have achieved quite a lot and more was accomplished once the Americans arrived some time down the track. There was a battalion (?) of locals established and on a per capita ratio; Horn Island had the highest volunteer numbers in the whole of Australia. Dinner was a delicious 3-course meal, and then it was time for an early night as we had had quite a long day.

Day 2 – 29/5 saw us and our bags taken down to the wharf on Horn Island where we were taken by a little ferry across to Thursday Island for a tour and look around before heading for the mainland. Have to say, we had to wait (as you normally do for people to disembark) but we had to wait on the side whilst a coffin and the mourners came ashore – this is how the Islanders transport their deceased, as they need to be brought back to their ‘home’ to be buried. It was a trip of around ½ hour and I have to say that the colour of the waters was as you see it on postcards – it really is that beautiful aqua blue, just gorgeous!

Met again by a tour guide and we had a 2 ½ hour tour of Thursday Island and learnt about it’s history including Green Hill Fort and it’s Military Museum. We were also told that to buy a 2 bedroom little cottage is around $800,000 and rents are approx. $600 per week for a similar size cottage.

Time to explore the main shopping area – 1 street – but they have a Post Office, and IGA supermarket, a couple of touristy shops, and a couple of Government buildings. Thursday Island can also boast in having the most northerly hotel in Australia – of course we had a drink there! After lunch, it was time to head back down to the wharf on the island and await our catamaran ferry to take us to Seisia on the mainland. This trip was very comfortable, considering the Torres Strait was very choppy. To while away the time on board we were shown a film all about the early days of the pearling industry in the islands – very very informative. It is also interesting to note that every ship that travels through the Torres Strait must, by law, have a Maritime Pilot on board to take it through these waters.

On arrival at Seisia, we caught up with the ‘Trinity Bay’ unloading its cargo after it had already unloaded at both Horn Island and Thursday Island. There were a couple of Customs guys appearing to be ‘hanging around’ on the wharf, but they were working, casting their eyes over all those coming off the ferry to make sure nothing or no one came ashore that shouldn’t have. Guess who got called aside to have their bag just looked at in a cursory manner? Yep, Peter. This time our tour guide/bus driver that would take us on the overland section of our tour met us. Then it was off to our accommodation for the next two evenings at Punsand Bay, approx 45 mins away and our first taste of red dirt roads that were to be how we would travel over the rest of our trip.

Oh wow!! Our unsuited cabins in the most amazing tropical location were right on the beach front, and would you believe there was a helicopter ‘parked up’ on the beach!  The cabins had several window frames, but no glass – they had shade cloth where all the windows should be. This is because it is so hot and steamy that you do not need windows, and even when it rains, it just comes straight down, so no rain comes in. It was here at dinner in an outdoor dining area that we met up with the ‘boat people’ – the other members that would be on our tour.  I have to say the meal was unbelievable, they have a French chef, and we had a lovely lamb dish for main, then a crème Broulee for dessert. What a way to drop off to sleep, hearing the water lapping the shore – ah heaven – a million miles away from anywhere!!

Day 3 – Sat 30/5 saw us set off early for ‘The Tip’ – no not the rubbish tip – the very top of mainland Australia. The drive took about an hour, then it was a walk (?) up and over, believe it or not, the top end of the Great Dividing Range to actually get to the very top. We started to have intermittent showers, with some heavier than others – but, we made it!!!! All of us didn’t care that we were like drowned rats, we had achieved what we set out to do. We thoroughly enjoyed our morning tea on return to the bus, under some dripping trees, which in turn diluted your coffee or tea if you weren’t quick enough in drinking it.

We then explored the remains of the homestead that belonged to the Jardine’s, the first family to establish a property on Cape York, and the ruins of the small township of Somerset. We had a quite afternoon to recover from our energetic morning.

If I thought dinner last night was good, then dinner, this night was out of this world! There was gourmet pizzas cooked in a wood fired oven and wait for it ……… Bongo Cheesecake for dessert! Oh yummm! This is made up in a tall stemmed wine glass of layers of crumble mix (like an apple crumble crumble) then cheesecake filling, mango puree, then these three layers are repeated, then topped off with a dopple of cheesecake filling and a sprinkle of crumble mix. Oh, I want one NOW!!!!

Keep in mind what I said before, absolutely everything has to be freighted in – so meals like this are unbelievable in such a place – but most enjoyable.

The showers returned, a little heavier and it was a race to get back to our beach cabins without getting too wet again. Tomorrow we start on the overland section of our tour – look forward to part 2.

