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ISLAND 
LIFE

The Thorsborne Trail 
on Hinchinbrook Island 
is one of Queensland’s 
greatest tropical walks 
– just don’t mention 
the ‘c’ word.
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Left: Afternoon swim 
at Mulligan Falls.
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MY ears suddenly prick up at the word ‘croc’. 
I turn to see my friend, eyes wide in panic, 
one hand clamped over her mouth. I quickly 
scan the river next to me, the rocks, the trees, 
searching for the creature I’ve been fearing 
most, but I see nothing. I turn back to my group 
for guidance and then realise the problem is 
not a man-eating reptile but a missing sandal. 
The ‘croc’ is retrieved from where it fell from a 
backpack during a river crossing a few hundred 
metres earlier and a crisis is averted.

Hinchinbrook Island is located within a 
World Heritage area in Far North Queensland. 
It’s also in the middle of serious crocodile 
habitat. The Hinchinbrook Channel, between 
the island and the mainland, is the main 
hotspot though a few animals occasionally 
wander to the eastern ocean side of the island 
where our trail is situated and it’s these that my 
fertile imagination is pondering. Ever since I 
visited a crocodile farm in my teens I’ve had a 
healthy respect for them, but I’m about to walk 
for five days on their territory.

Life’s a beach
The Thorsborne Trail stretches along the 
island’s east coast a length of 32km. It may not 
sound like much, but here that distance takes 
at least four days, covering an unbelievable 
variety of terrain. A boat drops our team 
of four onto the sand at George Point to 
begin our journey north and immediately 
the island’s impressive bone structure and 
good looks becomes apparent. The interior 
is dominated by six rocky peaks thrusting as 
high as 1142m and often shrouded in mist. 
With palm trees lining the shore, the dense 
dark greenery beyond them and jagged rock 
piercing the sky, it reminds me of Tahiti.

We hike 5km of beach and then a few more 
of rainforest before reaching our first camp 
at Mulligan Falls and it’s a beautiful start. 
Water cascades down long sloping flanks 
of rock, landing in a clear deep pool dotted 
with boulders, perfect for swimming and 
scrambling or just lazing about.

We only progress a tiny 1.5km the next day, 

but even that involves a lengthy stop midway 
to soak in the pools of Diamantina Creek. 
Swimming is one of the main attractions 
on the Thorsborne and every day there are 
rivers and waterfalls to indulge in. At first 
we change into bathers to take a dip, but this 
soon seems unnecessary and too much effort 
and instead we dump our packs to jump in 
fully clothed, making us feel as wild and 
untamed as the land around us.

Despite being one of Australia’s largest 
island national parks, Hinchinbrook is all 
wilderness – the sole resort once located at 
its northern end closed in 2010. Its 39,900 
hectares have been protected since 1932 and 
visitor numbers are restricted to 40 per day to 
minimise impact on the land and help preserve 
its biodiversity, which includes many rare and 
threatened species.

Our second night is at Sunken Reef Bay, 
one of several side trips off the main trail. 
You could complete this hike in four days, 
but with such a stunning landscape to explore 

Right: The island’s interior.

Far right: Overlooking Zoe Bay.

Below: River crossings are common.
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there is no incentive to rush. Seven campsites 
give hikers ample opportunity to spread out 
and soak up the vibes. The detour requires a 
thigh deep wade through a murky green river, 
sending our imaginations into overdrive, but 
it’s worth it. The beach is ours alone to enjoy 
and when the sun sets a sweep of glittering 
stars emerge while fireflies flit through the 
trees and the gentle rush of the ocean sends us 
off to an easy sleep.

Into the interior
Inland the rainforest is dense, the trail a 
rising and falling path of tree roots and rocks. 
Beyond it we are lifted high, meandering 
amongst open heathland dotted with grass 
trees, capturing glimpses of the vast green 
interior. Four hours of hiking deposits us 
at the top of Zoe Falls, beyond which there 
are sweeping views of the pristine sandy arc 
of Zoe Bay far below, backed by rainforest 
and mountains. It’s a view that can only 

“INLAND THE 
RAINFOREST IS 
DENSE, THE TRAIL A 
RISING AND FALLING 
PATH OF TREE 
ROOTS AND ROCKS.”

WALK NOTES | THORSBORNE TRAIL 
Distance: 32km | Time: 4-5 days | Grade: Moderate – Difficult

Day 1: George Point to 
Mulligan Falls, 7.5km, 
2.5hr

Day 2: Mulligan Falls 
to Zoe Bay, 7.5km, 
4.5hr

Day 3: Zoe Bay to Little 
Ramsay Bay, 10.5km, 
6hr

Day 4: Little Ramsay 
Bay to Nina Bay, 
2.5km, 2hr

Day 5: Nina Bay to 
Ramsay Bay, 4km, 
2.5 hr
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be described as mind blowing and made 
particularly more so by savouring them from 
the ‘infinity pools’ that languish amongst 
granite slabs at the lookout before flowing out 
of sight over the lip of the falls.

The Thorsborne is not graded and can 
be rough and challenging in places. A 
knotted rope helps us negotiate the steep 
and rocky trail next to the falls, descending 
to a pool at its base and just 15 minutes 
after our last swim we’re getting wet 
once again. The pool is vast and deep and 
refreshingly cool but not uncomfortably 
so, and I start to marvel at the magic of 
this island, the pristine purity of its air and 
water and how each dip seems to leave us 
more energised than we were before it.

Rain in the jungle
Zoe Bay’s long stretch of fine white sand is 
a popular landing point for small boat tours 
and sea kayakers, and word reaches us that a 

‘weather event’ is headed our way. Over the 
next 48 hours we are pounded with 80mm 
of rain while negotiating around a dozen 
river crossings and the famous palm swamps. 
Hooked tendrils of ‘wait-a-while’ vines latch 
onto skin and clothing as we pass by and the 
muddy water of the swamps is knee deep in 
places, but with the air warm the challenging 
conditions don’t bother us.

There are crocodile warning signs at some of 
the beach camps, but stay out of the water and 
you should stay out of trouble. Midway through 
our hike, however, we come across one right 
next to a river we need to cross. The water is 
clear and ankle deep, rushing over round grey 
river stones, but it’s not intimidating.

The diversity of the trail reveals itself again 
as we wind through grassland and open forest 
before rock hopping beds of granite boulders 
along the coast to reach our next camp at Little 
Ramsay Bay.

With the challenges to mainland habitats, 
the island is becoming an increasingly 

important haven for many animal species. 
Dugongs can be found here, along with rare 
birds and of course the estuarine crocodile, but 
the most prolific creature we encounter is the 
giant white-tailed rat.

Although every major campsite has metal 
boxes to store your food, I am reminded in the 
night that I have forgotten to remove a small 
piece of cheese from my pack by a rat that 
nudges my arm resting against it. Chocolate 
bar wrappers, toothpaste and anything else 
with a scent are all fair game and in the 
morning one of our team finds a hole gnawed 
through her tent, tempted by either matches or 
hand sanitiser.

By the time we reach our final camp at 
Nina Bay the rain stops. I wander to a nearby 
creek to wash, sitting alone in a pool and 
listening to the gentle rush of water through 
rocks around me. Above me birds sing 
and butterflies jig and dance through the 
melaleuca and palms. If I could landscape my 
own Eden it would look like this.

“ABOVE ME BIRDS SING AND BUTTERFLIES JIG AND 
DANCE THROUGH THE MELALEUCA AND PALMS.”
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Finishing on a high
Mt Bowen, the island’s tallest, towers over the 
beach at Nina Bay. For experienced hikers 
and in good conditions, there is a rough trail 
to its peak, but instead we leave early the 
next morning to climb a different unmarked 
side trail to Nina Peak. The golden orb 
of the sun rises over the sea, spilling light 
across the rich green of the island’s interior, 
pierced by jagged ridges. We see the winding 
mangrove rivers on the flat northern plains 
of the island, like fingernail marks dragged 
across the land, and the long distant sweep of 
Ramsay Bay where our trail will come to an 
end, and they are some of the finest views of 
our entire walk.

The final kilometres are done barefoot 
along sand scattered with the fossilised 
remains of fiddler crabs, 10,000 
years old. The sun has 
returned in full glory and I 
think of how much we’ve 
seen and how much 

fun we’ve had in our five days here. I will 
miss it. Hiking here makes you feel like you’re 
a character in a children’s adventure book 
– endless swimming in idyllic waterfalls, 
bashing through the jungle with a pack on 
your back, walking barefoot in the sand, 
laughter, smiles and not a care from the wider 
world beyond. It’s somewhere you’re in no 
hurry to leave.

When the ferry driver collects us to take us 
back to the mainland I ask him the question 
I was too scared to ask at the start – have any 
hikers ever had an encounter with a crocodile 
on this walk? He assures me the answer is 
no. And so any last vestige of concern 
is removed from my mind. The 
Thorsborne Trail is 100 percent 
pure paradise. 

Best time is April to September, when the 
trail is neither too wet nor too dry. The trail 
can be walked in either direction, with many 
combinations on duration and campsites. 
Campsites have pit toilets and water is 
collected from streams. Get your permit 
through Queensland National Parks Service, 
$6.35 per person per night (npsr.qld.gov.au). 
Consult the Lucinda tide timetable before 
locking in dates to ensure the best 
conditions for walking the coastal sections.

Getting there
Drive 3hr south of Cairns to Cardwell 
where Hinchinbrook Island Cruises 
provide return transfers to either end of 
the track for $150pp. The journey takes 
approx 1hr each way. 
hinchinbrookislandcruises.com.au

Maps & Trail notes
These can be downloaded from npsr.qld.
gov.au/parks/hinchinbrook-thorsborne

NEED TO KNOW

A peek into the interior from Nina Peak.
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