
It’s known as Australia’s Sunshine State, but Queensland  
is also steeped in decades of rich and often extremely dark 
history, writes Isabel Conway

A thick dark rainforest, tumbling 
down to creeks half covered by 
giant versions of our window-
sill exotic houseplants, is where 
Kerry Neill feels most at home 
in the world. 

Kerry, also known as 
Goombuckar to his na-

tive Queensland Gubbi Gubbi/Kabi Kabi tribe, guides 
us through his rainforest back yard in Mapleton. 
Though we’re only an hour and a half’s drive from 
the metropolis of Brisbane, we are exploring terrain 
that has changed little in thousands of years.

 Aboriginal people came here in large numbers, 
trekking many miles to the Blackall range of the 
Glasshouse mountains (a series of steep-sided vol-
canic plugs, estimated to be 25 million years old), 
during the bumper fruiting seasons of the bunya tree 
to feast, tell stories and resolve conflicts.

Baroon Pocket, an area of natural bush, is all the 
more surprising being close to Montville with its art 
galleries, the Cupid wedding venue and Altitude, a 
top fine dining restaurant overlooking the valley. The 
cookie cutter village is a favourite stop off above a 
verdant landscape.

We have spent the previous night in a beautiful 
wild nearby Garden of Eden-style setting, Narrows 
Escape Rainforest Retreat (narrowsescape.com.
au), whose individual secluded pavilion balconies 
sit out in the midst of the bush. I am awoken by a 
feathered orchestra and watch bush turkeys pecking 
around on the canopy floor from my hammock. I am 
tempted to climb down to explore until I’m halted 
by the shrieks of a companion entangled in a scary 
spider-web below.

Our walkabout in pristine rainforest in Mapleton 
with Kerry begins only after we are properly intro-
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duced to the Bush, especially its trees “who will guide 
and assist once they know you”. He paints designs of 
white dots on my forehead and cheeks, and a bunya 
pine decoration on the arms of my companions, to 
enable trees and Bush to recognise and remember us.

Karren, who belongs to the Palawa tribe, arrives. 
She is blonde and light-skinned. Her Tasmanian-born 
grandfather (he had six wives and 55 children) man-
aged to enlist in the Australian Air Force in World 
War II because the authorities never suspected he 
was indigenous. “They only allowed Ab-
origines to fight in the army, in the 
lowest ranks of course,” she says.

A muscular and bearded 
man who used to work 
on cattle stations in the 
outback, Kerry’s sense 
of humour could have 
come out of the Croc-
odile Dundee script. 
Stooping to forage for 
bush “tucker” (food), 
he points out the edi-
ble staples of the forest, 
including a black bean 
that must be left in water 
for days to release poison.

He pulls up ferns with 
thick tubers, explaining: “We 
dry these roots and turn them into 
flour.” Another member of the fern 
family is rejected. “The leaves are carcinogenic, 
but you can eat them on Monday, Wednesday and 
Friday!” Kerry gives a wry grin and we aren’t sure if 
he’s joking. Then he points to an army of green ants 
swarming around a tree trunk: “These fellas smash 
you with their bites, but if you rub the fern leaves 
into them, it helps.”

The rainforest is alive with creepy-crawlies, like 
the aggressive funnel spider who bores small holes 
in tree bark. “You have to be very careful of them,” 
Kerry warns. Minutes later, he uses a stick to lift a 
perfectly spun lid the size of a €2 piece. It’s the hall 
door of the notorious trapdoor spider, who lays in 
wait inside. 

Dozens of these little hidey-holes, where unsus-
pecting walkers might decide to sit down for a rest, 
are spotted. “The trapdoor spider is pretty mean, 
he’ll give you a nasty bite, but you won’t die,” Kerry 
assures us. Snakes are an ever-present hazard, but 
only if “you’re unlucky and happen to step on one 
by accident”.

I can imagine young visitors being enthralled by all 
his stories about the secrets and myths of the bush, 
survival, how his forefathers hunted and what they 
ate (bush fruits, roots, kangaroos, wallabies, birds 
and, if times were hard, the fierce goanna lizard that 
can be two metres long).

“They love it,” says Andrew Grant, coordinator 
of educational activities at the Triballink Activity 
Centre (triballink.com.au) which has 200 beds in its 
tribal centre and welcomes 25,000 visitors annually, 
including  many school groups who quickly immerse 
themselves in the indigenous culture.

From going walkabout with Kerry to foraging for 
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bush foods and learning survival skills, the wis-
dom of Aboriginals’ land management techniques, 
relationship with the environment and life before 
colonisation on the world’s harshest continent are 
explored.

After music and dance displays, visitors sample 
Aboriginal food, including kangaroo sausages, emu, 
side dishes with bush tomato butter and other foods 
from the forest, which we also try.  Bush “tucker” 
is increasingly popular in Queensland’s culinary 
landscape. Leading chefs like Joshua Fulton of the 
award-winning Kingfisher Bay Resort on Fraser 
Island, where Prince Harry and Meghan Markle 
stayed last year, deploy wild lime, native peppermint, 
wattle seed, bunya nut and lemon myrtle among 
other commonly used bush foods.

At the end of our walkabout with Kerry, he in-
troduces us to some of his mother’s paintings in the 
exhibition space. A text accompanies her powerful, 
heartrending works. Each one tells its own story 
about the inhuman treatment meted out to the First 
Nation by land grabbing settlers, and how both land 
and dignity was robbed. 

The Last Walkabout, a beautiful study of a tribally 
painted father, mother and child, describes the shift-
ing of Aboriginal people from their traditional lands 

between the 1800s and the early 1970s to missions 
and fringe settlements run by the Catholic Church and 
the government. Township fringe camps were always 
close to the town dump, and the education they 
received depended on the goodwill of non-indige-
nous managers of missions and employers. Schools 
were segregated and towns had separate seating in 
theatres, on transport and any public place for the 
indigenous community.

Another painting, Dormitories, tells its own story of 
how families were cruelly broken up, their freedom 
eradicated, unable to maintain relationships with 
each other, divided into girls, boys, mothers, men 
and old people’s interned dormitories. The moth-
ers’ dormitory housed working women who’d had 
babies while working on stations or farms in South 
East Queensland. On reaching the age of three, a 
child was taken from their mother and placed in a 
dormitory, whose manager controlled their lives. As 
soon as they reached working age, they were made 
available as cheap labour for farm properties.

On Fraser Island off the Noosa coast, believed to 
have been occupied for up to 20,000 years, the last 
Aborigines of the population of around 600 were 
deported in the early 1900s when timber logging 
became the new mining and huge swathes of forest 

were cut down.
Two wildlife rangers who I chat to, descendants 

of the original Butchulla inhabitants, are busy re-
touching the paint on signs along the eastern side of 
Fraser Island, a 75-mile long straight stretch of idyllic 
beach and shark-infested sea. Both men are here as 
part of a symbolic government initiative that saw the 
island officially handed back to the Butchulla people.

Now, supported by non-indigenous Australians, 
they want Fraser’s name to be officially changed 
back to its original First Nation one, K’gari, meaning 
paradise. “But we don’t think that will happen any 
time soon,” says Russ.

His companion Samuel and our driver Mikey ex-
plain how Fraser owes its name to a “dodgy” En-
glish sea captain, James Fraser, who came ashore 
in 1836. He had been cast adrift by his mutinying 
crew, who blamed him for a series of shipwrecks. 
He was speared to death after a dispute over wood 
with a local Aborigine, according to some accounts.

His wife, Eliza, was taken in and cared for by the 
Butchulla tribe.  After an ex-convict brought her back 
to Sydney, she returned to England, where she found 
fame and made quite a bit of money selling her story 
of her life “among the savages”  and her lucky escape 
from them. “I guess she sold more books by telling 
it that way, but he was a no-good captain, that’s for 

sure, and it’s wrong to keep naming the 
island after him,” says Samuel.

Known as the Sunshine 
State, Queensland is more than 22 times 
the size of Ireland. It covers more than 
1,200 miles and 20 hours of driving 
between Cairns in the tropical north, 
gateway to the Great Barrier Reef and the 
overdeveloped Miami-like Gold Coast 
south of Brisbane. The interior includes 
unpopulated bush wilderness and sheep 
and cattle stations so vast it can take 
more than a day to cross their perimeters.

While you’re here in the Sunshine 
State, take a couple of days to properly 
discover Brisbane – once a conserva-
tive regional capital – today an exciting 
New World city. You will find friendly 
chilled neighbourhoods, world class 
museums and galleries, good nightlife, 
top hotels and exciting restaurants. Be 
sure to explore the city’s attractions from 
the water by taking one of the cheap 
public transport ferries; and a day trip 
to Moreton Island, home of snorkelling, 
by catamaran ferry is a must. 

The Sunshine coast has more than 
100km of coastline, including the world’s 
second Everglades near Noosa where 
more than 40 per cent of Australia’s birds 
are found. 

Take an eco-safari through the Ever-
glades mysterious channels and wetlands 
(thediscoverygroup.com.au) from tran-
quil Habitat Noosa Everglades Ecocamp  
(habitatnoosa.com.au).  

The Australia Zoo (australiazoo.com.
au) on the Sunshine Coast, made famous 
by the late crocodile hunter Steve Irwin, is 
the place to get up close to koalas, wom-
bats and kangaroos and visit the world’s 
busiest wildlife hospital. The Great Beach 
Drive is also a must-do, but you’ll need a 
4x4 vehicle along Great Sandy National 
Park, with crashing ocean on one side 
and mountainous multicoloured sand 
dunes on the other.

Fraser Island is an easy hop by ferry 
from the Sunshine Coast, but feels light years away 
from busy beaches and the fashionable dining spots 
of Noosa Heads. Dingoes roam its wild interior and 
4WD tours explore the world’s largest sand island 
from Kingfisher Bay Resort (kingfisherbay.com), 
stopping at mystical Lake McKenzie for a swim and 
walks through the spectacular rainforest. ■

FACTFILE
Isabel Conway was the 
guest of Queensland 
Tourism (queensland.
com). See also Visit Bris-
bane (visitbrisbane.com.
au), Visit Sunshine Coast 
(visitsunshinecoast.com) 
and Visit Fraser Coast 
(visitfrasercoast.com). 

Getting to southern 
Queensland: Isabel Con-
way flew economy class 
on the A380 with Singa-
pore Air; fares are from 
€990 return LHR to 
Brisbane(singaporeair.
com) via Singapore. 
Irish tour operator 
Trailfinders (trailfinders.
ie) offers a ten-night 
Great Beach Drive and 
Fraser Island fly/drive 
package, flying Singa-
pore Airlines, including 
two nights in Brisbane, 
the Noosa Everglades 
discovery and Fraser 
Island adventure tours at 
Kingfisher Bay with two 
nights at Narrows Escape 
Rainforest  Retreat, all 
on a bed-and-breakfast 
basis for €2,299 per per-
son travelling in May or 
June. The Australia Travel 
Centre at Abbey Travel 
(abbeytravel.ie) arranges 
tailor-made packages 
for Brisbane and the 
Sunshine Coast.

Snorkelling on Moreton Island  
in the Sunshine State

The Great Beach Drive along Great Sandy National Park


