
You’ve been to the Opera House and you’ve climbed the Harbour Bridge, so you 

might think you’ve seen everything Sydney has to offer. But then, just when you 

think you’ve seen it all, the harbour city pulls out a few well-kept secrets from up 

her sleeve. From sparkling beaches to bushland wonders and pieces of Sydney’s 

historic past, we’ve found the places the locals simply love—and we know you’ll love them too.

To see Sydney as a local, start by getting a taste of Sydney’s true urban delights. Where do 

Sydneysiders go to see a movie, or grab a drink with friends? The old-world charms of the Hayden 

Orpheum Picture Palace in Cremorne, will draw you in with its art deco design, piano bar and 

live Wurlitzer organ concerts. Then, across the city in trendy Darlinghurst, lies an entirely different 

cinematic experience at Govinda’s, a restaurant known for their international vegetarian buffet 

and a bargain movie-and-dinner package in their ultra-comfortable reclined seating. Or, if it’s a 

drink with a view you’re after instead, try the Theatre Bar at the End of the Wharf, located right

on the end of Dawes Point in Walsh Bay. Soak up the stunning harbour view and take in a show

by the Sydney Theatre Company while you’re there.

Local
Legends

Christine Knight ventures beyond
 the main attractions to explore 

the hidden treasures and natural
 beauty of the harbour city.
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GORDONS BAY, SYDNEY. PHOTO: KEITH MCINNES/DESTINATION NSW.
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It’s well known that Sydney is a city full of natural beauty, and its stunning landscapes extend far beyond

the popular haunts on the main tourist track. Spend an idyllic afternoon in Wendy’s Secret Garden at Lavender 

Bay, once a patch of derelict land transformed by Wendy Whiteley, wife of the late artist Brett Whiteley, into a 

natural paradise with quiet spots for contemplation, statues dotted among the trails, and a spectacular view of 

the Sydney Harbour Bridge. If a more formal garden is more your style, the landscaped lawns at the historic 

Vaucluse House in Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs might be your scene. The 19th-century mansion is surrounded

by its original gardens and grounds and even includes some farm animals to meet. 

You’ll want to visit a beach or three while you’re in Sydney too, no doubt. With 100 beaches to choose

from, there are plenty under the radar the locals have been keeping to themselves. With stunning harbour views 

and gorgeous beaches, Watsons Bay is a popular spot for Sydneysiders to swim and indulge in � sh and chips

at the beach, while nearby Parsley Bay Reserve attracts families with its calm water and serene atmosphere. 

The Eastern Suburbs are also home to a few secluded swimming spots 

that are only accessible by walkways. Gordons Bay, hidden north of Coogee 

Beach and south of Clovelly Beach, Congwong Beach in La Perouse and 

Little Bay Beach are all peaceful oases worth discovering.

Follow the Sydney Harbour Bridge north to � nd even more secret 

swimming spots, from the family-friendly Clifton Gardens beach and baths to 

Store Beach, so isolated it can only be reached by sea. Hire a kayak and paddle 

to this secluded spot near Manly, in the Sydney Harbour National Park.

If you’re up for a drive to � nd an unspoiled paradise, an hour and a half 

south of the city lies Wattamolla Beach in the Royal National Park. This 

tranquil lagoon and beach has a 250-metre walk to get into the cove, where 

calm water, a sparkling waterfall and picturesque rocky coastline awaits.
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.....a natural paradise with quiet spots for
contemplation, statues dotted among the trails,

and a spectacular view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.

VAUCLUSE HOUSE.
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DESTINATION NSW.

WENDY WHITELEY’S SECRET GARDEN, LAVENDER BAY. PHOTO: JAMES HORAN/DESTINATION NSW.

HARBOUR VIEWS FROM VAUCLUSE.
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WEST HEAD, KU-RING-GAI CHASE NATIONAL PARK.

PHOTO: ANDREW GREGORY/DESTINATION NSW.

Tough terrain and open sea not your cup of tea? Take a dip in the scenic MacCallum Seawater Pool at

Cremorne Point, a 33-metre harbourside pool with gorgeous harbour views and a waterside timber deck to laze

the day away with a good book. Even visitors in winter can enjoy the water in Sydney, with the North Sydney 

Olympic Pool, in prime position directly under the Sydney Harbour Bridge, heated year-round.

When you want to be on the water, but not necessarily in it, hop aboard the Riverboat Postman, the Hawkesbury 

Mail Boat, as it sails up the lower Hawkesbury River delivering mail to settlements on the water. From the town 

of Brooklyn, catch the ferry across the river to Dangar Island, once home to the local Dharuk Aboriginal people,

and discover their rock carvings around the beautiful shoreline. 

If Dangar Island is too far to travel to get a glimpse of Sydney’s indigenous inhabitants of long ago, there are 

plenty of sites spread widely across the city to explore. Aboriginal carvings are visible on Reef Beach, near a wooden 

walkway on the Spit Bridge to Manly walking trail, as well as throughout the Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park.

At West Head, inside the park, rock art and engravings of the Guringai people can be found on the Aboriginal

Heritage walk, including Red Hands Cave, where ochre hand-prints tell the tale of the land’s inhabitants of long ago. 
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 LOOKING TOWARDS BARRANJOEY HEADLAND, KU-RING-GAI CHASE NATIONAL

PARK FROM RESOLUTE BEACH. PHOTO: ANDREW GREGORY/DESTINATION NSW.

MACCALLUM SEAWATER POOL, CREMORNE POINT.

PHOTO: HAMILTON LUND/DESTINATION NSW.
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With kilometres of bush and coast throughout Sydney and its surrounds, there are plenty of scenic bush and coastal walks 

to be made. Further into the Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park is the America Bay Walk, with not only historic Aboriginal 

engravings but also streams, waterfalls, rainforest and a rock platform looking out over the bay, before leading down to a 

secret beach at the end. 

When it comes to the coast, the 6km Taronga to Balmoral Walk is well known to Sydney’s North Shore residents for its 

natural bushland leading to spectacular harbour views. Headland Park, with the Georges Heights Lookout is on the trail, an 

historic military site with gun pits and underground tunnels, along with stunning views of Sydney Heads and the city skyline. 

Sydney’s colonial history is easy to be found around the city and its outskirts. Start with Parramatta, Australia’s � rst 

viable colonial settlement, where sites dating back to the 1700s can be easily explored. Key sites of historical signi� cance 

include Australia’s oldest European dwelling, Elizabeth Farm, which was built in 1793, and Old Government House, a world

heritage site and convict-built property that was the “country” home to the � rst 10 governors of Australia. Old Government 

House and the garrisons were built in 1799–1816 and are the oldest surviving public buildings in Australia. These buildings

are all open to the public to explore.  

Further military and colonial sites can be found at Ballast Point, Birchgrove,

a picnic ground with large tanks and art installations that was  used by European

settlers between 1788 and 1800 as a � shing and hunting ground and as a source of

ballast for ships returning to Europe and Q Station, the Quarantine Station at the

North Head side of Sydney Harbour where people entering Australia were once 

quarantined on arrival. 

Across Sydney’s harbour lies more clues to the past, with Bare Island in Botany, 

famous as the � lming site of the movie “Mission: Impossible 2”, but also known for its

historic military fort and tunnels, and Cockatoo Island, a UNESCO World Heritage-

listed island that operated as a convict penal establishment between 1839 and 1869. 

When visiting Sydney’s largest island, book a tent and glamp it up with the best

view in Sydney on your doorstep.

Now, with so many unexpected places to add to your Sydney bucket list, your 

biggest decision will be where to explore next, and when will you be back for more.

COCKATOO ISLAND. PHOTO: PMG.

CROWDS VISITING BLAK MARKETS AT BARE ISLAND,
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LAKE PARRAMATTA RESERVE. PHOTO: JEFFREY DREWITZ/DESTINATION NSW.


