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Walking around Arkaba, 

Flinders Ranges, SA 

Escape to  
the country
Beat the freeze at one of these wintertime retreats 

by Lee Atkinson

When the temperatures plummet there are only two things you can do – run 
towards the sun, or embrace the cold.  Here’s our pick of seven of the best ways to 
banish wintertime chills, from brand-new tropical island resorts where dressing 

up for dinner means brushing the sand from your feet, to once-in-a-lifetime 
events in the Australian outback, and cosy retreats that capture an it’s-cold-

outside contentment that the Danish call hygge (pronounced hue-gah). 



110  Robb Report Australia & New Zealand  |  Winter 2019

Winter Escapes |

ELYSIAN RETREAT
 Long Island, Queensland 

If you haven’t had a holiday on one of 
Queensland’s tropical islands for a while, 
this is the time to do it. Having been 
boarded-up and off-limits for the past 
few years after being all but destroyed by 
cyclones, island resorts are reopening 
all over the Great Barrier Reef this year, 
including Hayman Island (see page 48). 

First to reopen its waterfront doors in 
January was Elysian Retreat, a secluded, 
child-free getaway on three hectares of 
private beach on the southern tip of Long 
Island in the Whitsundays. Catering 
for a maximum of 20 – if you don’t feel 

like sharing, you can hire the resort on a 
sole-occupancy basis –  the 10 beachfront 
bungalows have been handcrafted from 
Australian hardwood and feature high 
cathedral ceilings, large windows and 
private balconies with uninterrupted 
water views, enticing outdoor hammocks 
and a zen garden. 

If you can muster the energy to climb 
out of your hammock, there are daily 
morning yoga sessions, rainforest walking 
trails, beach-side snorkelling, kayaking 
and paddle boarding. The magnesium 
resort pool promises to detoxify the body, 
reduce aches and pains and energise your 
muscles. If that doesn’t work, you can 
double-dose with a session at the organic 
Ayurveda-inspired day spa. 

Claiming to be Australia's “most 
sustainable luxury eco island resort”, it 
operates off the grid with an impressively 
small environmental footprint. Most of 
what appears on your plate is grown in 
the resort’s vegetable garden or plucked 
from the surrounding sea, and the chef 
will plan a menu for you based around 
your personal tastes – either graze all day, 
or go for a more formal dining experience 
with matched spirits and wines. 

Elysian Retreat, Long Island, Whitsundays, 

Queensland. Access is via a 30-minute 

helicopter journey from either Hamilton Island 

or the Whitsunday Coast Airport. All-inclusive 

minimum two-night stays from $2800 (per 

couple). elysianretreat.com.au

One of 10 Oceanfront Bungalows at Elysian



 www.robbreport.com.au  |  www.robbreport.co.nz   111

ARKABA
 Flinders Ranges, South Australia 

One of outback Australia’s rarest and most 
impressive sights – the filling of Kati 
Thanda/Lake Eyre, which happens, on 
average, just four times each century – is 
set to transform central Australia this 
winter into an inland sea as the water 
from the summer floods more than 1000 
kilometres away in northern Queensland 
slowly inundates the normally dry salt pan. 
The water attracts millions of pelicans, 
gulls, terns, cormorants, black swans and 
other birds, many from as far away as China 
and Japan, intent on gorging themselves on 
fish in a feeding and breeding frenzy.  

To celebrate, Arkaba – formerly a 
24,000-hectare sheep station, now a private 
wildlife conservancy – is offering free air 
safaris over the lake for all guests staying in 
the luxury lodge on the edge of the Ikara-
Flinders Ranges National Park before July 
31. The six-hour adventure also includes 
flying over Wilpena Pound and dramatic 
rock gorges, bubbling mound springs, 

Andamooka opal fields and the famous 
painted hills.  

Other activities on offer at Arkaba 
include heli-hiking along the Elder Range 
– or opt for the Heli-Sundowner and 
take in the views with a glass of bubbles 
in hand – dinner under the stars on the 
private Heli-Swag experience, off-road 
safari drives, and a new guided tour that 
will show you the landscape through the 
eyes of the Adnamatna, one of the world’s 
oldest living cultures. 

Accommodation is in the homestead, a 
private home for 150 years that has been 
transformed into a stylish lodge with 
five ensuite bedrooms. Understated and 
elegant, with quirky decorating touches by 
wildlife artist Rosie Woodford Ganf (such 
as glass-topped wool bales for bedside 
tables, bedposts fashioned from old Myall 
fence posts and sheepskin rugs on the 
floor), it’s the type of place where you feel 
instantly at home.

Arkaba, Wilpena Road, via Hawker, South 

Australia. All-inclusive four-day stays from 

$4280 per person. arkabaconservancy.com Ph
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(from top) Arkaba Lodge; finding  

the perfect spot for sundowners  

via helicopter
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LILIANFELS 
 Blue Mountains, New South Wales 

If you can’t escape the cold, embrace 
it fireside while dreaming of a white 
Christmas at Lilianfels in the Blue 
Mountains, where winter time is yule time 
and everything glitters with Christmas-in-
July cheer. A regional tradition at hotels, 
restaurants and guesthouses across the 
mountains since 1980, Yulefest celebrates 
the mid-winter freeze – the season is 
officially the month of July, but it often 
begins in June and extends into August 
– making the most of the cold-outside-but-
cosy-inside, European-style atmosphere 
that we all associate with Christmas, 
decking the halls with holly and tinsel and 
serving up festive fare.

Just a few minutes’ stroll from the 
famous Three Sisters, you can work up an 
appetite on one of the walking tracks in 
the surrounding Greater Blue Mountains 
World Heritage Area – or hit the shops in 
Leura and Katoomba – and then head back 
to the clifftop resort and spa for a fireside 
high tea, where perennial favourites 
such as dainty finger sandwiches, scones 
and clotted cream are served alongside 
Christmassy sweet treats throughout the 
yuletide season. The hotel’s perennially 
hatted Darley’s Restaurant, housed in the 
historic home of former Chief Justice of 
NSW Sir Frederick Darley, will serve five- 
and seven-course degustation dinners each 
Friday and Saturday throughout July with 
Christmas flavours such cranberry, roast 
pork and ginger on the menu. 

It’s everything you love about a Northern 
Hemisphere Christmas, without the stress 
and frosty relatives. If you’re really lucky, it 
might even snow. 

Lilianfels Resort & Spa, 5-19 Lilianfels Ave, 

Katoomba, NSW, from $399 to $649 a night. 

lilianfels.com.au

It’s everything 
you love about a 

Northern Hemisphere 
Christmas, without 
the stress and frosty 

relatives

The grand dining room 

at Lilianfels
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ONE&ONLY WOLGAN VALLEY
 Blue Mountains, New South Wales 

The landscape steals the show at Australia’s 
most glamorous bush retreat, a stone’s 
throw from the edge of the world’s second-
largest canyon. So impressive is the scenery 
at Emirates One&Only Wolgan Valley that 
when naturalist Charles Darwin visited the 
valley in 1836 – staying in the homestead 
that now serves as the resort’s central hub 
– he filled page after page in his notebook, 
describing its grandeur and puzzling over 
its formation. 

Now part of a 2800-hectare conservancy 
reserve, the landscape may not have 
changed much since Darwin’s day, and the 
historic slab homestead, built in 1832, may 
have been meticulously restored, but the 
lodging is certainly a tad more luxurious.  

Accommodation is in 40 villas, each with 
its own indoor/outdoor swimming pool, 
double-sided fireplace and stunning views 
in just about any direction. Nice touches 
such as binoculars in the room mean you 
can watch the wildlife from your bath, 
should you want to. And why not? 

If you get bored of floating about in your 
heated private pool, there’s a fully equipped 
gymnasium, steam room and sauna, 
tennis courts and a day spa with six double 
treatment rooms. 

But the real focus is on exploring the 
surrounding valley. Activities include 

guided 4WD safaris, night wildlife 
spotting, horse riding, mountain biking, 
bushwalking, birdwatching, heritage and 
Aboriginal interpretation tours. 
 
Emirates One&Only Wolgan Valley, NSW, 

190km west of Sydney on the western side of 

the Blue Mountains. A private chauffeur car 

service, or helicopter transfers from Sydney, 

are available. Villas from $2850 a night. 

oneandonlyresorts.com

Dusk at Wolgan Valley; 

(below) inside the 

Heritage Villa
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EMIRATES KINLOCH MANOR
 Lake Taupo, New Zealand 

It’s only been open three years, but Kinloch 
Manor – previously known as the Kinloch 
Club – has just emerged from a makeover 
and is even more sumptuous than before, 
with lots of rich velvets, gleaming brass, 
creamy marble and soft leather throughout 
the 10 villas and main lodge. Inspired 
by Kinloch Castle on the Isle of Rùm in 
Scotland, the entirely modern lodge – no 
turrets to see here, but lots of baronial 
opulence – built of local schist stone offers 
panoramic views across Lake Taupo and 
sensational golf on a traditionally rugged 
18-hole links course designed by golfing 
legend Jack Nicklaus. 

If golfing’s not your thing, fill your 
days exploring the resort’s 2000-hectare 
private wilderness, cast a line in some of 
the world’s best trout fishing waters, hike 
the famed Tongariro Alpine Crossing, 
soak in thermal hot pools, or descend 
into the hidden valley of Orakei Korako, a 
primordially misty landscape of bubbling 
mud pools and gushing geysers. Or just 
chill out in the spa with a ‘birdie massage’ 
using heated golf balls, or a ‘Queen Bee’ 
facial that takes the organic estate-to-plate 
philosophy a step further than most, using 
Kinloch’s own Manuka honey. 

Kinloch Manor & Villas, 261 Kinloch  

Road, Kinloch, Taupo, New Zealand,  

from NZ$1700 to $3855 B&B a night.  

thekinlochclub.com

(from top) The practice 

green; an elegant take  

on The Den
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SAFFIRE FREYCINET
 East Coast, Tasmania 

Luxury lodge Saffire Freycinet on 
Tasmania’s beautiful east coast – prized by 
shellfish lovers for its oyster farm tour that 
culminates in an all-you-can-eat oyster 
shucking feast at a half-submerged table 
in the middle of a bay – has just launched a 
new tour that promises to be as sweet as it 
is fascinating.  Forget paddock to plate: the 
new two-hour hive-to-honey experience 
involves kitting up in a full-body apiarist 
suit and venturing into a private apiary 
where Saffire’s horticulturalist, aka 
Rob ‘The Bee Man’ Barker, will tell you 
everything you’ve ever wanted to know 
about the honey-making process as he 
shows you how to extract the honeycomb. 

“With up to 60,000 bees per hive, 
beating their wings 230 times each second, 
this is actually quite an adrenaline-filled 
experience,” says Barker, who has an 
uncanny knack at keeping both bees and 
people calm. 

The raw, wild, unheated and pure honey, 
which has a distinctive flavour profile 
thanks to the rich biodiversity of the 
surrounding Freycinet Peninsula and the 
highly sought-after medicinal qualities of 
the manuka bush, is then incorporated into 
a variety of dishes, and cocktails, at the 
lodge. You’ll never look at a humble honey 
bee in quite the same way again. 

Saffire Freycinet, 2352 Coles Bay Rd,  

Coles Bay Tasmania. From $2200 a night,  

all inclusive. saffire-freycinet.com.au

The new hive-to-honey experience involves 
kitting up in a full-body apiarist suit and 

venturing into a private apiary

(from top) A private pavilion with 

stunning views; beekeeping with 

Rob ‘The Bee Man’ Barker
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THE PROVINCIAL HOTEL
 Ballarat, Victoria 

Ballarat wears its history on its  
sleeve, or rather, on its streets, which 
are lined with grand historic buildings, 
including the once-again beautiful 
Provincial Hotel, which has just been 
reborn as a boutique 23-room hotel under 
the loving eye of TV personality Gorgi 
Coghlan and her husband, Simon. 

Built in 1909, the Art Nouveau hotel 
closed its doors in 2007 and lay derelict for 
years before a meticulous two-and-a-half 
year restoration. Each of the bespoke suites 
and rooms – which are huge – features a 
carefully curated and beautifully styled 
mix of contemporary and older pieces 
hand-picked by Gorgi from local antique 
stores, alongside stunning fabrics sourced 
from New York and the work of local female 
artists on the walls. 

It’s colourful, fun and playful, much 

like the namesake behind the hotel’s 
restaurant, Lola. The notorious Irish-born 
Spanish dancer and courtesan Lola Montez 
– King Ludwig I of Bavaria was so besotted 
he made her a countess – scandalised and 
enthralled the gold diggers of Ballarat in 
equal measure with her infamously erotic 
spider dance in 1856. 

Head chef Shaun Thomson, who 
worked at Quay in Sydney and with Neil 
Perry at Rockpool Melbourne, delivers a 
sophisticated bistro menu that showcases 
local produce and regional natural wines 
and is set to become as much a destination 
as the hotel itself. If you do feel like heading 
out, there are several cosy laneway and 
basement bars nearby, the Armstrong 
Street strip of restaurants is just around 
the corner and the Ballarat Art Gallery is 
just down the road.

The Provincial Hotel, 121 Lydiard Street North, 

Ballarat, Victoria, from $255 to $550 a night. 

theprovincialballarat.com.au  

The hotel’s restaurant, 

Lola, with dishes crafted 

by ex-Quay chef  

Shaun Thomson


