
Wild

Mummy I want to go camping!” 
yells my enthusiastic 
five-year-old, no doubt with 
visions of starry skies and 
cosy tents in her head. As a 

mum with a ‘no sleeping on the ground’ policy, 
I have to think quickly about how our two 
worlds can be brought together to make us 
both happy to spend a night in the great 
outdoors. The answer turns out to be easy: a 
night of glamping at the Zoofari Lodge at 
Taronga Western Plains Zoo in Dubbo.

wild
west

Where the animals roam free
Famous for its large paddocks with moats 
separating the animals from visitors, Taronga 
Western Plains Zoo has a six-kilometre loop 
that can be driven or cycled around, giving 
it the feeling of a safari rather than a 
traditional zoo.

Initially set up as a facility for breeding 
programmes to give the herd grazers more 
space, the zoo is also as a haven for retirees 
from Sydney’s Taronga Zoo. However, Taronga 
Western Plains Zoo has become an attraction 
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christine knight and family go 
glamping among animals.

dubbo, nsw

62 volume 51    2017    Australia’s #1 family travel magazine and website



01 Showing off 02 Zoofari’s Animal View Lodges 03 Baby leopards. Images 02 & 03 © Taronga 
Western Plains Zoo 04 Getting up close and personal. Images 01 & 04 © Christine Knight

to rival its big city cousin, with experiences 
designed to get you cosily close to the animals 
– including the five-star Zoofari Lodge.

A night at the zoo
We arrive at the zoo bright and early and spend 
the morning meeting the inhabitants. After 
getting up close with Galapagos tortoises, big 
cats and zebra, we are hot, tired and ready for 
a lie down. Our 2pm check-in couldn’t have 
arrived at a better time. We are allocated an 
Animal View Lodge, right on the edge of the 
African savannah. It looks enough like a tent 
that my daughter gleefully proclaims, “We’re 
camping!” Meanwhile I switch on the air 
conditioning –  with a joy almost equal to hers 
– and relax in cool comfort.

Giraffes wander nearby to nibble at some 
hay, ostriches casually amble past and water 
buffalo roam in the distance. We are invited to 
join the rest of the group at the central guest 
house, and it takes a substantial effort to tear 
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“Giraffes wander 
nearby... ostriches 
amble past and 
water buffalo roam 
in the distance”

information  www.taronga.org.au

getting there  Qantas flies direct to 
Dubbo from Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane. 
www.qantas.com.au  
The drive to Dubbo from Sydney and 
Canberra is about five hours.

dubbo 
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ourselves away from both the view and our 
luxurious lodge. We sip on cool cocktails and 
try local wines until our African buffet is served 
for dinner. After watching a spectacular sunset 
over the western plains, we prepare ourselves 
for the first tour of our stay. 

Going behind-the-scenes
The Zoofari bus leaves at 8pm sharp and we 
are taken to meet the very hungry hippos, a 
white rhino and the eastern bongo, of which 
there are estimated to be less than 200 left in 
the wild. The red-striped herbivore is keen to 
munch on the carrots we offer. In case you’re 
wondering, it’s quite the gooey experience. 

When the tour is finished, we spend a 
peaceful night in our lodge, punctuated with 
the occasional call of the wild. All is still until 
dawn, when my slumber is disturbed by the 
sun piercing through the curtains. With the rest 
of the family still fast asleep, I quietly move to 
the balcony and sit in silence watching the 
sunrise as it illuminates animals foraging for 
breakfast. Cockatoos and kangaroos graze 
alongside the water buffalo, and the odd bush 
bunny bounces through the grass. 

On the morning tour agenda is a visit to 
some highly endangered animals: the 
somewhat cranky black rhino and the 
Madagascar lemurs. The adorable and cheeky 
meerkats get a visit too, as do the Asian 
elephants who are in the middle of their 
morning beauty routine. 

The highlight of our morning tour is 
hand-feeding the giraffes. Seeing their giant 
heads descending towards us, with long blue 
tongues poking out in search of a carrot, is an 
exhilarating experience for our daughter and 
one I wish we could repeat over and over. 

But our stomachs are grumbling and 
breakfast calls, so it’s back to the lodge we 
go for a hearty buffet breakfast that satisfies 
our empty bellies, and one last look at the 
giraffes as we check out of the lodge. 

But I know we will be back, when the wild 
calls again. 

dubbo, nsw

63@holidayswithkids    www.holidayswithkids.com.au    volume 51    2017

http://www.qantas.com.au


The Wellington Caves 
www.wellingtoncaves.com.au
These dazzling caves are located eight 
kilometres south of Wellington and a guided 
tour is the best way to discover the beautiful 
crystal formations. The Cathedral Cave, the 
largest and most popular of the show caves, 
features a stunning 15-metre-tall stalagmite 
called the Altar, making the 150 steps you have 
to walk to get to it well worth the effort. Gaden 
Cave is the smaller of the two, but is rippling 
with masses of stalacites, cave coral, flowstone 
and twig-like helictites. A Phosphate Mine tour 
is also available, taking guests through mine 
shafts from World War I and areas visited by 
palaeontologists studying megafauna.

Wellington Caves also offers a variety of 
accommodation options including park cabins, 
cave units, golf-view units and camping and 
caravanning facilities. Guests will find also find 
a fully stocked kiosk, barbecues and the pretty 
Osawano Japanese Gardens, all set against a 
backdrop of open rural spaces and rolling hills. 
You can reach the caves by road or rail, with 
daily rail services operating from Sydney. 

Old Dubbo Gaol 
www.olddubbogaol.com.au
This state heritage building operated for 119 
years, from 1847 to 1966, and is now a popular 
place to see history brought to fascinating life. 
The old gaol serves as a reminder of the darker 
moments of Australia’s past with open cells 
and the hangman’s kit and gloves on display.

For an especially spooky treat, take your 
family on the interactive Twilight Tour where the 
warden will demonstrate the reality of what it 
was like to be a prisoner in days gone by. The 
family-friendly tour operates during NSW school 
holidays and long weekends. It’s not all gloom 
and doom, though, as there are plenty of fun 
activities to entertain the kids, particularly 
during school holidays, with characters in 
costume and kids’ tours joining the programme.

Don’t forget to witness the bird’s-eye view of 
the gaol from the top of the watch tower; with 
visitors teeming like ants below, you will feel as 
though you are on top of the world. 

05 Cathderal Cave 06 Kids with ‘Dippy’ the Diprotodon at Wellington 
Caves 07 Welcome to Old Dubbo Gaol 08 Warden and prisoner  
09 Families get immersed in the history of the gaol © Images 07, 08 & 09 
© Old Dubbo Gaol

05

06

07

08

09

64 volume 51    2017    




