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G R E AT  A U S S I E  T R E K  S E R I E S

Also, Fraser Island has many conventional 
lakes and some of these are being overtaken by 
sand ‘blows’ – most notably Lake Wabby. 

The amount of fresh water trapped in 
Fraser Island’s 140,000-hectare sand mass 
makes it one of Australia’s largest fresh-water 
reservoirs. This water leaks out continuously, 
in creeks that vary in size from soaks on the 
beachfront to the four-million-litres-per-hour 
rush from Eli Creek.

The eastern beachfront is in stark contrast to 
the island’s deep valleys inland that are home 
to giant, grooved-barked satinay trees, smooth-
barked kauri ‘pines’, tangled strangler figs and 
tall piccabeen palms. One of Fraser’s ferns is a 
member of a genus that has remained geneti-
cally unchanged for 250 million years.

Crush some leaves from the understorey car-
rol plant and inhale the musty vapour as you 
wander through this cool, shady wonderland 
and you know why people keep returning.

Fraser Island was populated by the Butch-
alla Aboriginal tribe before white settlement 
began in the 1840s, followed by exploitation 
of the island’s timber and a shameful period of 
Aboriginal detention on the island that ended 
in 1904. Deportation of the Butchallas then 
began and continued until the 1930s.

The island takes its name from Eliza Fraser, 
wife of James Fraser, captain of The Stirling 
Castle, a brig bound from Sydney to Singapore 
in 1836. The ship was wrecked on the Great 
Barrier Reef and the crew headed for More-
ton Bay, 1000 nautical miles to the south, in 
lifeboats. Eliza Fraser gave birth during the 
six-week voyage, but the baby died soon after.

The boat grounded on what was then known 
as Great Sandy Island and the survivors were 
captured by the Aborigines. Some perished, 
including Captain Fraser, but others escaped 
and organised a rescue party.

Early exploration of Fraser Island was a 
by-product of searches for shipwreck survivors 
and one wreck is a highlight of most Fraser 
visits. The Maheno, built in 1905 as a luxury 
passenger steam ship, was decommissioned in 
1935, and ran aground just off Fraser’s east 
coast. The wreck was used for bombing prac-
tice during World War II. Most visitors to Fra-
ser check out The Maheno’s rusting remains. 

Fraser Island was a source of mineral sands 
until the late 1970s and timber until 1991. 
World Heritage listing was granted in 1992.

The best inland drives are clearly signposted 
with colour-coded direction arrows at intersec-
tions, so we haven’t compiled the usual trek 
notes, with kilometre readings. 

Suggested drives are marked on island maps 
and if you’re camping at Central Station or on 
the beach between Dilli Village and Cathedral 
Beach Resort you’re in the ideal place to start 
these drives.

Lake Garawongera Tourist Drive – this one-
hour drive passes through tall forest that was 
extensively logged in the past. There are many 
stumps with wood cutters’ plank grooves cut 
in them. There are several rainforest patches 
on this drive, but near the beach the trees are 
smaller and the forest is quite open. The Lake 
is deep and pristine, flanked by reed beds and 
water-loving malaleucas. 

Central Lakes Tourist Drive – this two-hour 

drive takes in Lake Wabby – the lake that’s 
gradually being invaded by a sand ‘blow’ – and 
the favoured swimming lake, Lake McKenzie.

The start of the loop is difficult to spot on 
the beach, but is signposted Cornwells Rd. 
This track climbs up to Lake Wabby lookout 
and then leads to Lake McKenzie. 

The loop continues through the magnificent 
timber stands in Pile Valley to Central Station, 
where you can catch up on Fraser Island’s 
history at the visitors’ centre. Wanggoolba 

The awesome coloured sands 
of Fraser’s Pinnacles

Many 4X4s are drowned on Fraser Island 
– mainly through driver carelessness. Read 
the tide chart in your permit pack and 
drive the beachfront at low water and in 
the two hours before and after slack water.

Many drivers think it’s ‘macho’ to drive 
around rocky outcrops, such as Yidney 
Rocks, on incoming tides, rather than use 
wooden-slatted bypass tracks that offer 
safe passage. These people risk corrosion 
from salt deposits or, worse, vehicle 
stranding and subsequent write-off.

Another mistake is ripping through the 
saltwater shallows. It may look good on 
TV ads for 4X4s, but ad agencies don’t 
have to foot your subsequent damage bill.

Hitting a shallow creek on the 
beachfront can ruin your day – and your 
vehicle. Roll-overs into the deeper creeks, 
such as Eli Creek, occur because drivers 
try to cross them at high tide.

The inland tracks have a speed limit 
of 35km/h, which is ridiculously high 
for vehicle-width sand tracks that have 
hundreds of blind corners. The speed limit 
should be dropped to 20km/h.

THE PRICE OF TIDES

Fraser’s contrast is incredible:
beach to lush, green inland




