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Drifting over the Yarra Valley at sunrise in a hot air balloon  
is a wonderful way to start a day. With a lush green carpet  
of rolling vineyards and neatly bordered farmland laid out 
before you, you’ll be tempted to float down to discover  
this restful valley of plenty 

Up, Up  
and Away...

I  bet they get a lot of UFO sightings  
out here,” a woman’s voice says,  
and someone laughs. We’re in wine 
country before dawn, our necks 
craned skywards as we watch a 

flickering red light weave an erratic path 
across the sky. It hovers for a moment then 
disappears before reappearing higher up, 
guided by an invisible breeze.

This particular light is attached to a pibal, 
a helium-filled balloon used to determine the 
wind’s direction before take-off. Satisfied, 
our pilot issues instructions to the chase 
crew who will meet us at our landing spot, 
and begins to inflate the balloon that will 
take us there. As the darkness melts away  
other balloons become visible, each lying 
on its side like a sleeping giant. As their 
bellies fill with propane the beasts stir  

and sit upright. When they are fully inflated 
we clamber aboard.

We’re about to embark on a sunrise flight 
over the Yarra Valley with Global Ballooning –  
a family-owned business and the largest  
hot air ballooning company in Victoria. 
Director Kiff Saunders has more than 25 years 
flying experience in ten countries including 
three world ballooning championships and, 
as the only hot air ballooning examiner in 
the region, has trained most of the pilots 
currently flying in Victoria.

Ours is the first in the fleet to take off and 
we drift effortlessly above the treetops  
and beyond. We’re travelling with the wind 
so everything is still and – in between blasts 
of propane to keep us afloat – blissfully 
quiet. Below us the other balloons look like 
Christmas baubles suspended in mid air. 

“
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regIonAl vIctorIA 
yArrA vAlley

There’s a lot to take in at this height: layers 
of blue-black mountains beneath a streaky 
orange sky, a patchwork of vineyards 
occasionally obscured by cloud, and muddy 
dams that shimmer gold for a moment as 
the rising sun blitzes across them.

To us the view is beautiful but also 
indistinguishable. To local pilot Brian Garth, 
who has flown more than 1,400 flights  
over the Yarra Valley, the entire sprawl is  
as familiar as his own backyard. He can 
identify every property, freeway and unused 
bypass, and points out where monsoonal 
rains have muddied land previously scarred 
by bushfires, and who is the first to cover 
their grapes for the season.

Every flight is different, Brian tells us. 
Balloons can only go where the wind  
takes them so take-off and landing 
circumstances are dictated entirely by 
conditions on the day. 

As we near the end of our flight it looks 
like we might be in for a less than perfect 
landing. We’re headed directly for a dam 
where a flock of sheep have gathered  
to drink, but are now watching us warily 
instead. Then, just when it looks like we  
are about to take on water, our wicker 
basket (called a gondola) touches down 
seamlessly and glides across the dam.  

Brian channels Rod Stewart (“Sai-ii-ling…  
we are sai-ii-ling,” he croons as we pass  
the bewildered sheep), then injects the 
balloon with one last blast of propane and 
we rise and clear the edge of the dam. He 
shouts instructions to the ground crew who 
scramble to move the vehicle accordingly, 
and then deftly lands the balloon and all  
16 passengers in the back of the trailer.

Once the gondola is secured to the trailer 
Brian tugs on the control line releasing the 
parachute vent at the top of the balloon 
which folds in on itself like an origami flower. 
The balloon lurches forward like a slain giant 
and, directed by the ground crew, we work 
together with surprising efficiency to bring it 
down, squeeze the last of the air from it and 
roll it up like an enormous sleeping bag, 
before heading back to Rochford Wines to 
celebrate with a champagne breakfast.

Back at the winery, the day is heating up 
as Brian regales us with the misadventures 
of the Montgolfier brothers who invented 
ballooning, before solemnly baptising each 
of us with a cork dipped in champagne.  
I bow my head to be anointed and the 
morning flashes before my eyes. It’s barely 
8:30am but I’ve been awake for hours, 
watched sunrise at 4,000 feet and skimmed 
the surface of a dam in a hot air balloon.  
The rest of today has its work cut out for  
it if it’s going to top that.  

THERE’S A LOT TO 
TAKE IN AT THIS 
HEIGHT: BLUE-BLACK 
MOUNTAINS ANd  
A PATCHWORK  
OF VINEYARdS...

FlyIng WItH 
gloBAl BAlloonIng

✪ Global Ballooning takes off 
year-round, weather permitting.  
Prices start from $290 for adults  
and $200 for children 

✪ To make the most of your time in 
the Yarra Valley, consider spending  
the night. Chateau Yering is a five-star 
heritage-listed mansion set on 250 
acres bordering the Yarra River, and 
offers a ballooning package that 
includes a three-course dinner at the 
award-winning Eleanor’s Restaurant, 
one night’s accommodation, a sunrise 
flight and a champagne breakfast 
starting at $632.50 

✪ A pick-up service is also available 
from selected hotels in Melbourne’s 
CBD. For more information, call  
1800 627 661 or (03) 9428 5703  
or visit www.globalballooning.com.au

YARRA VAllEY

PICTURED: A balloon drifts over a Yarra 
Valley vineyard (above); Yarra Valley 
farmland (left)  OPPOSITE PAGE, 
CLOCKWISE fROm TOP: Sunrise over  
the valley; a balloon drifts across a dam; 
inflating a balloon before sunrise 



112    destinations VICTORIA

TE
X

T:
 C

A
S

SY
 P

O
LI

M
E

N
I 

A Day in
the Dandenongs

PICTURED: The Boathouse at Alfred 
Nicholas Gardens; wildflower (inset)

t his verdant enclave of  
parks and gardens, fresh 
produce, galleries, markets 
and attractions is just  
45 minutes from central 

Melbourne. Cool in summer and lush 
during winter rains, any time of year is the 
perfect time to visit. A host of accommodation 
is available so if you have the luxury of time 
you’ll find plenty to keep you occupied. But 
if you only have a day, here’s an itinerary  
to whet your appetite:
▯ Start your day at Grants Picnic Ground  

in Kallista where you can handfeed 
rosellas and spy other wildlife before 
treating yourself to a bush breakfast  
of wattle seed scones. Then work it  
off on one of the many walks that wind 
their way through the surrounding 
bushland before heading to Sassafras 
(www.grantsonsherbrooke.com.au)

▯ Sassafras is a quaint hamlet that  
has been a popular escape for city  
slickers since the 19th Century. Its 
contemporary lures include a tearoom 
inspired by Agatha Christie’s novels 
(www.missmarples.com.au), the tucked 
away Ripe Café that specialises in local 
produce (376 Mount Dandenong  
Tourist Road, Sassafras) and Tea Leaves 
emporium (www.tealeaves.com.au). 
There’s also plenty of offbeat shopping 
with antiques, second-hand records  
and an old-fashioned lolly shop 

▯ A short distance away is the village of 
Olinda, where you’ll find boutique stores 
and galleries. If by some miracle you’re 
still hungry, a visit to gold medal-winning 
Pie in the Sky for one of their famous 
pies is a must (www.pieinthesky.net.au)

regIonAl vIctorIA 
tHe DAnDenongs

A day is scarcely long enough 
to explore the Dandenong 
Ranges, but this itinerary is 
a perfect sampler of what 
the region has to offer

▯ Continue along Mount Dandenong Tourist 
Road to William Ricketts’ Sanctuary, an 
inspirational sculpture garden spread 
through a fern gully depicting people and 
animals merged spectacularly with their 
surrounds (1402-1404 Mount Dandenong 
Tourist Road, open 10am to 4:30pm) 

▯ Just a few kilometres away is SkyHigh, the 
perfect place to end your day. Watch the 
sun set over panoramic views of Mornington 
Peninsula all the way to Port Phillip Bay. 
Then spread a picnic blanket, fire up the 
barbecue, or head inside for a drink 
(www.skyhighmtdandenong.com.au)  

gettIng tHere

✪ BY CAR: Travel along the Eastern 
Freeway. Take the Maroondah Highway 
exit to the Yarra Valley, and Springvale 
Road exit to Mount Dandenong

✪ BY BUS And TRAIn: Travel by train 
to Hurstbridge, lilydale or Belgrave. 
Plenty of buses run services between 
the towns and villages in the region 

✪ VISITOR InFORMATIOn CEnTRES: 
Yarra Valley – (03) 5962 2600 
www.visityarravalley.com.au
dandenong Ranges and Knox – 
1800 645 505 or (03) 9758 7522 
www.dandenongrangestourism.com.au
Marysville – 0429 000 394
www.marysvilletourism.com 

COOL IN SUMMER 
ANd LUSH dURING 
WINTER RAINS, ANY 
TIME OF YEAR IS THE 
PERFECT TIME TO VISIT 

The DanDenongS


