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If it were an easy place 
to visit, NT’s Garig Gunak 
Barlu National Park would 
be inundated with tourists 

exploring the beautiful 
beaches, dunes, rainforest 

patches and rich marine life. 

Arnhem Land
Awe inspiring
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Main Photo: Crossing the East Alligator River is tide 
dependant and crocodile infested, so be careful.
1:  We spent many sunsets casting from the rocks 

catching trevally and queenfish.

Words and photos: Emma George

A s we crossed the East Alligator River 
into Arnhem Land it was as though 
we had travelled to another country. 
Lush green grass of the Gunbalanya 

floodplains swayed in the wind, whistling 
kites circled above and the awe inspiring 
Arnhem Land escarpment dominated 
the landscape.

There was almost a magical silence as 
we left the constant barrage of four wheel 
drives and caravans behind in Kakadu. We 
felt privileged to enter this very sacred place 
and were looking forward to spending a week 
at Garig Gunak Barlu National Park with its 
pristine, rugged coastlines and white sandy 
beaches overlooking the Arafura Sea.
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4WD Adventure

Our first stop was a cultural one to visit 
the Injalak Arts and Crafts Association in 
Gunbalanya (formally Oenpelli) to take a tour 
and view some of the oldest rock art in the 
world dating back 50,000 years. 

The permits to Garig Gunak Barlu National 
Park do not allow stopping during transit so 
a second permit to visit Injalak was required. 
A ‘quick’ stop at the store before our tour 
had us and our travelling party leaving with 
didgeridoos for our boys, hunting spears for 
the men as well as beautifully hand woven 
baskets and screen printed t-shirts.

We collected our guide, Wilfred who took 
us to the escarpment where my husband, 
Ashley, and I put our youngest kids in their 
carry packs ready for the haul up the rock 
face. A short but steep climb had us in front 
of a rock wall filled with very detailed and 
beautiful paintings. 

The more we climbed, the more rock art 
we found. With Wilfred explaining the cultural 
significance and stories behind the art, the 
tour was a real highlight. Although it does 
take a bit more planning, it should be on your 
‘must do’ list. 

It was a great morning but as we were only 
15km into our journey, it was time to discover for 
ourselves just how bad the road to Garig Gunak 
Barlu really was. As one of our three vehicles 
was towing a hire boat, it could be slow to cover 
the 260km and thousands of corrugations.

Although the road was better than 
expected, it still took us five hours to reach 
our campground at Smith Point, with several 
repairs and a new spring required for the boat 
trailer. We had enough light to scope both 
campgrounds and decided to set up for the 
week at Campground 1. 

As we were staying for a week, we opted 
for the ‘full set up’ which involves our TVan, 
annex, Oztent for our three boys, solar panels, 
kids’ bikes, hammock and a swing. 

When the Park Ranger visited us the next 
morning to say hello and check our permits, 
we were delighted to hear we were the only 
visitors in the park and felt very fortunate to 
have this special place to ourselves. We were 
also reminded of the restricted roads within 
Garig Gunak Barlu National Park. If we were 
found on these roads, the penalty would be 
immediate expulsion.

There are some tracks to explore, one of 
which is the Ocean Loop Drive. This is very 
scenic and starts at the campgrounds, taking 
you along the eastern coastline and back to 
the main road. 

The drive hugs the picturesque coastline 
and there were several spots we stopped 
to cast a line for trevally and queenfish. 
Although we had a boat with us, it was 
great to wander along the beach and rocky 
outcrops, casting as we went. There were 
plenty of fish and we all managed to catch a 
few as well as enjoy the beautiful sunset over 
the Arafura Sea.

The second drive into Caiman Creek is a 
bit rough but well worth the effort. The creek 
flows into Port Essington and is teeming with 
fish and birdlife. The boys enjoyed picking up 
hermit crabs, chasing sea snails during low 
tide and watching eagles scoop baitfish from 
the creek.

As we visited in early September, the 
wind had eased and the days were around 
33 degrees, which was great for fishing 
and boating but a bit warm at camp. The 
beaches were so calm and inviting, it was 

heartbreaking not being able to swim or even 
dip your feet in the water due to crocodiles 
and box jellyfish.

With a croc crossing linking the beach to 
a very swampy billabong (complete with big 
slide marks) between the two campgrounds, 
there was an ever present concern that 
crocodiles were never too far away. This was 
confirmed during a night time stroll along the 
beach where we saw crocodiles less than 
400m from camp.

Garig Gunak Barlu is rich in history, with 
Aboriginal people inhabiting the area for over 
40,000 years. In 1838, Victoria Settlement 
was established in Port Essington by the 
British in response to French and Dutch 
expansion in the southern East Indies. 

The settlement was abandoned after 10 
years and by completing the 3.7km walk 
around the ruins, you can understand the 
hardships they would have endured. The 
structures are still impressive and you can 
see chimneys, remnants of the hospital and 
numerous buildings. 

Victoria Settlement is a 25km boat trip 
from Black Point Ranger Station and a great 

way to observe the variety of marine life, 
numerous beaches and abundant birdlife. 
On our way home from the ruins we visited 
Record Point, where manta rays were barrel 
rolling beside our boat, fish were leaping into 
the air and hundreds of rays were cruising the 
shallows. It was an amazing place to visit and 
if you don’t have a boat, there are charters 
that can take you there. 
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1:  Exploring the rock art at Injalak with guide 
Wilfred was a fantastic tour.

2:  The roads into the park are very corrugated and 
took its toll on the boat trailer.

3:  The Ocean Loop Drive is very scenic – 
remember your camera and fishing rod.

4:  The boys entertain themselves chasing hermit 
crabs and sea snails at Caiman Creek.

5:  Sunset at Garig Gunak Barlu National Park.
6:  A swing at camp provides hours of 

entertainment for the kids and takes little space 
which is always at a premium when we travel.

7:  Taking a boat to Garig Gunak Barlu is a mission 
but the fishing is fantastic.
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Our week went too fast and it was soon time for us to make the 
journey home, and we were hoping the boat trailer would withstand 
the corrugations. It was good we left early as the repairs and 
precautionary checks were numerous, with the journey to Cahill’s 
Crossing taking us 10 hours from Smith Point. As we made the river 
crossing, we were farewelled by a very large crocodile just metres 
away from the car.

If it were an easy place to visit, Garig Gunak Barlu would be 
inundated with tourists exploring the beautiful beaches, dunes, 
rainforest patches and rich marine life. The isolation is what makes 
it unique and with a maximum of 20 vehicles allowed, you are never 
going to have to share with too many (or you may get the park to 
yourself if you are lucky). 

4WD Adventure

Sole distributor of Mainstay 
food and water survival kits 

in Australia

www.survivalstorehouse.com
email: sales@survivalstorehouse.com
Phone: (02) 4300 0000

FACT FILE
Getting there
Black Point Ranger Station is 560km from Darwin and 270km 
from Cahill’s Crossing. Once you cross the East Alligator River 
(this is a tidal, croc infested river so ensure you check tides before 
you cross), it is an unsealed, rough 4WD road through Arnhem 
Land. Caravans and motorbikes are not permitted and ensure you 
have enough spares and tools to complete the journey.

When to go
The roads are only open during the dry season (May-October), 
depending on rains and may close for ceremonial reasons with 
little notice. The best time to visit is between August and October 
when moderating east to southeast winds prevail however the 
later you go, the more humid it will get.

Where to camp
There are two designated camping areas near Smith Point, 
Campground 1 and 2 (Campground 2 has provision for 
generators). Both campgrounds have fresh bore water, clean drop 
toilets, camp tables, solar hot water showers and shady spots 
(some with shade sails). There is a limit of only 20 vehicles at 
any one time in the park and there are no shops or fuel available. 
You need to be totally self-sufficient during your stay and carry 
enough fuel to drive a minimum of 640km, plus any touring you 
may wish to do (we travelled 900km return to Jabiru). Take a 
comprehensive first aid kit, drinking water, camera, fishing gear 
but no bathers as there are crocodiles and box jellyfish.

More information
The trip necessitates thorough planning and a permit is required 
from the Northern Lands Council before entering Arnhem Land. 
This must be organised at least a week in advance and longer 
during peak periods. 

A permit, camping and road fee is $232.10 per vehicle, which 
covers 5 adult passengers for up to 7 nights.

Contact: Permits Officer Cobourg Peninsula Sanctuary  
P: (08) 8999 4814  E: pwpermits.nretas@nt.gov.au

Fishing trips and tours can be organised through 
Venture North  P: (08) 8927 5500  
www.venturenorth.com.au

Hooked up Boat Hire is one of the only 
hire companies which allow their boats to 
be towed into Cobourg Peninsula  
P: 0417 811 402   
www.hookedupboathire.com.au

1:  We saw crocs on this beach, the sign was right - don’t swim no matter how 
inviting it looks!
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Black Point 
Ranger Station


