COME, SIT, STAY.

SOAKING UP
SENSATIONAL SCENES

STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY MELISSA RIMAC

I sighed. I swooned. I drew breath sharply. Such is
the visual melodrama of the Great Ocean Road, it’s
almost impossible to maintain your composure.

Lauded as one of the world’s most splendid stretches of coast, the ‘GOR’
soars over cliffs, dips into sculptured beaches, then delves through
estuaries bristling with seabirds, moss-draped rainforests and sun-silvered
paddocks. Finally it climaxes at the surreal rock stacks and precipitous
ochre cliffs surrounding the 12 Apostles.

Happily, this region is dog-holiday heaven, with an almost endless selection
of atmospheric, dog-friendly accommodation and golden beaches where
dogs can romp in surging surf.

Shortly after Lorne, the road curls so sharply it produces butterflies, hugging
the golden beaches so closely, I almost expect to get wet. Mist-shrouded
mountains plunge sheer into the sea. Each bend beguiles with a surprise-

a brilliantly polished rock platform; beaches comprised solely of foot-
massaging shells and dotted with driftwood and gargantuan chunks of kelp;
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gushing waterfalls; more beaches
where Onyx bids me to pull over so he can play chasings with the local
canine cuties.

We'd stopped so often to marvel at the scenery that dusk was closing in by
the time we reached our home at Skenes Creek, a few kilometres from the
regional center of Apollo Bay. Instead of unpacking the car promptly- as any
practical person would do- I stood, transfixed by the view from the deck,
where it felt like both the ocean and the rugged mountains were within
embracing distance. Onyx and I set off for a quick run on the beach across
the road, then dipped into bathtub-shaped pools.

Cupped hy the steep foothills of the Otways mountains and fringed by a lake
- still ocean, unpretentious and eclectic Apollo Bay is abuzz with dogs and
their friendly humans, who are happy to chat and suggest must-see spots.
Concerns about traveling on my own rapidly vanished.

Usually a sedate settlement, Apollo Bay bursts into vivid life each Autumn for

the Apollo Bay Music Festival. Evoking live music’s sorely missed heyday, this

Festival is remarkable for its diverse range of performers,featuring stellar
Australian and International artists along with delightful surprises, as
well as an intimate atmosphere. Performances take place in evocative
spaces - old churches overlooking fishing boats, a late 1800’s timber
theatre, fuss-free Aussie pubs, sea-side stages, as well local clubs.
Musical workshops are held during the day.

Highlights last year included Gospel, Blues, Tibetan chanting (by
candlelight in a church), Bluegrass and World music. Onyx was thrilled to
see so many dogs patiently awaiting partying parents and strolling about
town: a speed-dating bonanza.

After Apollo Bay, the rolling hills give way to the towering, peppermint-
scented forests of the Otway Ranges. Standing sentry over treacherous
waters where the Southern Ocean fuses-,furiously,with Bass Strait, is
Cape Otway, a wind-cowered promontory thick with koalas, distilled bush
and saltwater fragrances, and an edgy sense of being at the mercy of the
elements.

The views from Cape Otway Lightstation are most magical at sunset,
when the crowds have departed. I watched, intensely in awe, as the
smouldering vermillion sun slipped into the sea, followed shortly
afterwards by the full moon emerging from the liquid

mauve.




Reaching Johanna Beach involves threading through forest along a dirt road,
then descending into a lime green valley dotted with fat cows and rambling
dairy homesteads.

Settling into Johanna Seaside Cottages felt like we were tucking ourselves
into the most remote recesses of the earth. Mushroom clouds of salt-mist
rolled by like giant tumbleweeds, the splintering crash of waves was over-
whelming. I put a pizza in the oven and, passing several big grey kangaroags,
we set off for the watercolour wilderness of Johanna Beach.

Beyond Johanna, rainforests give way to bleached, wind-battered paddocks,
studded with windmills and sheep. Then suddenly, ochre flats carpeted with
spiky shrubs drop abruptly into the sea and we’re perched precariously at the
edge of Australia, encased within an echoing hush.

I decided to return to the 12 Apostles at the end of the day, when they'd be at
their most moody and least crowded. At the suggestion of a local, I drove on
to the stunning Bay of Islands, blessed also with jaw-dropping scenery, whilst
offering the bonus of beaches where Onyx could romp.

Looking at Onyx’s blissed expression, I was overly pleased that I'd opted to
spend B days in a region too often dismissed as a day-trip.

The 12 Apostles are the result of thousands of years of frenetic badgering
by waves that have gathered momentum all the way from Antarctica. As

I watched the startling rock formations change colour in the golden-
syrupy sunset, the earth beneath me guivered in response to the strident,
unrelenting sea.

Back at Johanna Seaside, I poured a glass of Shiraz and walked to the top of
the dunes, bedazzled by the moonlight and the intoxicating isolation.

Room with a mood

Johanna Seaside Cottages. Resting lightly on 600 ocean-fringed acres, these
spacious cottages offer a castaway experience combined with cosy, hoamely
comforts.Think roaring fire and a help-yourself garden brimming with veggies,
herbs and passion-fruits. W: www.johannaseaside.com.au

Surf Breaker. Close to Apollo Bay, yet delightfully far-flung in vibe, this large,
modern home overlooks a beach you’ll often have to yourself. T: 0400 018 211,
W: http://www.stayz.com.au/54247 or www.greataccommodation.com.au
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Shearwater Cottages. You're truly tucked away here- enveloped by dense
coastal scrub that invites the A-list of local birds as well as too cute koalas -
and spoilt, thanks to quality chocolates, champagne and 5 star dog bedding
and treats. T: 03 5237 9290 W: www.shearwatercottages.com

For a large range of farmhouses,mountain retreats, ocean front villas and
beach houses, visit: 03 5237 1098, W: www.holidaygor.com.au

Standouts at Apollo Bay include: Georges Food Hall (excellent pizzas) and
Naughtigals for organic coffee and sunshine. The quintessential dining
experience here, however, is a scenic picnhic -Lorne and Apollo Bay have
supermarkets. Lorne bristles with cafes, ethnic eateries and delis.

Maps indicating dog -friendly walks are available from Lorne, Apollo Bay and
Port Campbell Visitor Centre’s

Some special hikes:

+ Lorne waterfront

+ Beauchamp Falls

+ Apollo Bay to Skeynes Creek

+ Bay of Islands Trails and Bay of Marty’s trails
+ Peterborough beaches.

+ Marengo beach

+ Cressy Discovery Trail

+ Reserve behind Princeton beach

« For heritage: Port Fairy and Camperdown

Some regional highlights include the 12 Apostles, Cape Otway Lightstation
and Maits Rest walk are in National Parks. We visited in the late afternoon
cool, after Onyx had had a big run and was happy to relax in the car.

www.apollobaymusicfestival.com

www.greatoceanroad.com
www.greatoceanrd.org.au
www.visitotways.com
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