Coober Pedy Escapade
Words and Photos Richard Windeyer
Prologue
Summer was spent finalising this year's winter outings through the outback. Liz
had again invited me on two of her trips with different groups of artists. The first
to the North Flinders Ranges and Coober Pedy in SA and then a trip into the
Pilbara in WA later in the year. The Pilbara trip would dovetail into a number of
other trips in WA with other groups of people. This includes The Anne Beadell
Highway, The ExplorOZ gathering at Wiluna, the Canning Stock Route and then
back to Sydney via the Great Central Road and Plenty Highway.
This journal covers the first outing through North Flinders Ranges to Coober
Pedy and return to Sydney.

On this trip I was to carry all the dry supplies in my camper trailer for the seven
day stay at the Balcanoona Outstation next to Grindell's Hut in the Gammon
Ranges, SA. Additional supplies of fresh food would be taken on board at Broken
Hill.
I spent quite some time ensuring both the vehicle and camper trailer were
properly prepared for the trip which would cover some 5,000KM on mixed roads.
This included the very rough track along the eroded creek bed to the Balcanoona
Outstation.
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Sunday 25th April – Sydney to Joadja
The vehicle was packed and as it was a pleasant sunny Autumn afternoon,
rather than make a very early start on Monday, I hit the road in order to eke out
some kilometers from the long leg of the journey to Hay. A phone call to my
brother who owns a number of hectares of farm land at Joadja confirmed he was
at home and accommodation was arranged for the night. Traffic was light and
considering it was Anzac Day this was a pleasant surprise.
Leaving the outskirts of Sydney it was an enjoyable drive into the Southern
Highlands where along the route the deciduous trees were resplendent in their
autumn colours and different hues. The evening bought a few heavy showers of
rain so a comfortable bed was very welcome rather than battling the elements in
the camper trailer.
Monday 26th April – Joadja to Hay
The day dawned fine with a
spectacular sunrise and a few
remnant clouds remaining as I
left Joadja and made a bee line
for Berrima to join the Hume
Highway for Goulburn. Traffic
was again light as I headed for
Wagga Wagga to rendezvous
with Chris a mate and bite to
eat for lunch. Thousands of
grass seed heads were blowing
about and banking up against
any obstruction that impeded
their progress creating a serious fire hazard, particularly where it had built up
against the sides of houses.
Back on the road I was in readiness to tackle the plagues of locusts that were
supposed to be frequenting this area. Luckily their had been some further rain
during the week and in conjunction with some cool weather had quietened these
pests down. There were enough on the wing to be a nuisance but not in the
plague proportions of the previous week when I had heard reports in the popular
press of entire crops being razed overnight.
Prior to traveling into the fruit fly free zone I disposed of the one mandarin I had,
planning to stock up on fresh fruit and vegetables further down the track.
Arriving in Hay I booked in at the Hay Caravan Park late afternoon and set up the
camper trailer for the evening. There was no dinner at the pub across the road so
I had to make do with what I had.
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Tuesday 27th April – Hay to Mungo National Park
Awaking to a cool morning I
headed for Balranald where I
fueled up and purchased
supplies of fresh fruit and
vegetables. There were no
locusts at all on this stretch of
road and I turned for Ivanhoe
taking the turnoff well before
Hatfield to Mungo National Park.
The dirt road was in good
condition which was surprising
as there had recently been a
substantial amount of rain through the area and surface water still evident on the
ground.
The old telegraph line running along the side of the
road was well passed its use by date with many
repairs evident.
Arriving at the ranger station in Mungo National
Park at lunch time I booked in via the honesty box,
setting up the camper in the camp ground. There is
accommodation available adjacent to the ranger
station in the form of small rooms in a block of units
and there are also lovely hot showers to wash off
the pervading dust that seems to settle on
everything throughout the outback.

Heading back to the ranger
station I strolled through the old
shearing shed and in my
imagination saw with the ghosts
and heard sounds of shearers
echo in my mind.
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The afternoon was spent on an
excursion around the loop road.
Heading for the China Walls I
wandered through a lunarscape of
tall castles of sand and dunes that
were invading the adjacent scrub
land.
Recent rain had provided a shallow
fill of surface water in the deepest
part of Lake Mungo and I skirted around this.
Almost back at camp I stopped by the old homestead which like many of its ilk
has fallen into ruin. I enjoyed the evening utilizing the campground BBQ to cook
a steak and veggies prior to retiring for the night.
Wednesday 28th April – Mungo National Park to Kinchega National Park
Up well before dawn to capture the full moonset for posterity I set the camera up
and took a few photos.
Away early for the short trip to Menindee and Kinchega NP where I had arranged
to meet a mate for a couple of nights. Tim was on his way back to work in
Newman, WA and I was to meet him later in the year at Wiluna for an excursion
up the Canning Stock Route with a few other mates.
I took the short drive out to
the Menindee Lake diversion
weir and marveled and the
amount of water being
channeled from the Darling
River into the lake. The lake
was almost full and the vast
expanse of water stretched
to the far horizon.
Driving to the main diversion
weir I was surprised at the
small amount of water being
let through down river.
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Driving into Kinchegar National Park mid
afternoon I secured a good camp site on
the Darling River. The best sites were
filling rapidly and I left my camper trailer
to reserve my site. I parked it well away
from the large river red gums often
referred to as widow makers due to their
nasty habit of dropping large branches
on unsuspecting victims. One area of
campsites on the river was closed due to
storm damage.
Heading back to town I ensconced myself in the Menindee Hotel with a
refreshment to await Tim's arrival. He turned up late afternoon and after a quick
beer we headed for the campsite procuring some wood for the campfire outside
the park boundary and booking in the park on the journey in.
After setting up camp I dropped a couple of yabby traps into the Darling River to
try my luck. Tim and I enjoyed a few refreshments and a chinwag catching up on
our various escapades since we last met.
Thursday 29th April - Kinchega National Park
A lazy morning had us touring the river campsites and stopping off at the old
homestead ruins. This is now just a large pile of rubble consisting of handmade
bricks on the edge of a billabong. The homestead must have been majestic in it's
heyday.
We continued on to the old woolshed which at
one stage had 62 shearers working at a time.
This site also has accommodation in the form of
small rooms available for rent and also has good
amenities.
After lunch enjoyed at a picnic table in the shade
of some gum trees we headed back to camp. On
checking the yabby traps there was one small
yabby and a few freshwater prawns.
After trying my luck with the rod and some lures I
was empty handed so I baited up a hook with
one of the prawns. After a short while I hooked
up something that had a bit of fight. On landing it
found it to be a good sized silver perch which I
released after a photo.
The river was muddy and the fish more than likely to have a muddy taste.
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Adjourning to the campfire for some refreshments we again chatted and listed to
music into the evening.
Friday 30th April – Kinchega National Park to Broken Hill
Whilst I hung around camp for the morning Tim readied himself for his long
journey west to Newman, WA. Mid morning we parted ways, he west and I north
west to Broken Hill. Here I was to meet the group of artists I was accompanying
as a support vehicle on their trip into the Gammon Ranges and then onto Coober
Pedy were I would leave them.
After the short journey north west I arrived in Broken Hill and had a bite to eat at
the Musicians club. This excellent venue stands in the shadow of the Broken Hill
lookout towering above on a hill of tailings from the mine.
I drove up to the lookout and surveyed the town spread out below. Our group
was booked into the Miners Arms for bed and breakfast accommodation and we
had also for dinner at the Broken Earth restaurant at the lookout on the tailings
hill overlooking Broken Hill.
Having time on my hands with the
others not expected in till late
afternoon a took a short run out to
Silverton. I had a quick look around
and cooled off the shade outside the
Silverton Hotel. There was a new
residence being built up on the hill
and I suspect the first for many a
year.

Heading back into town I booked
into the Miners Arms, cleaned up
and then relaxed awaiting the
others arrival. Nothing like a nice
hot shower after the dust on the
road.

The others arrived late afternoon
and booked in to the Miners Arms
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and we headed to the supermarket to stock up with supplies for the week at the
Balcanoona Outstation in the Gammon Ranges, SA.
A weeks food supplies for five people takes a fair amount of room and I could
relate to the amount of provisions the explorers from earlier years had to take
with them. In addition I was also carrying all the linen for the beds. My vehicle
and camper trailer were the supply wagon for this trip as the other vehicle a 76
Series Landcruiser had 4 people and luggage crammed into it. This vehicles
claim to fame was that Liz had purchased it 2nd hand off the Gall Boys and it
featured in their Canning Stock Route DVD.
Heading back to the Miners Arms
we all relaxed prior to heading off for
dinner at the Broken Earth
Restaurant. The food was beautiful
and the prices the equivalent of a
smart restaurant in Sydney.
When we departed we were all in
jovial spirits and gazed in wonder at
the spectacular display of the lights
of Broken Hill spread out below us.
All too soon we headed back to the Miners Arms as the next day was a fairly long
haul to the Balcanoona.
Saturday 1st May – Broken Hill to Grindells’s Hut, Gammon Ranges
We left Broken Hill at a civilized hour heading west south west to Yunta where
we fueled up and had some lunch. It was then a north bearing for the
Balcanoona Homestead and the ranger station where we were to pick up the key
for the Outstation.
On the way we stopped off at the
Waukaringa Ruins
for a break and
continuing passed Lake Frome. We could
not see the lake itself even though we
passed within a couple of kilometers of it.
Arriving at the Balcanoona ranger station
late afternoon we picked up the keys and
headed for the Outstation.
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The drive into the Outstation off the Arkaroola Road was fairly rough as it was
along a creek bed and there had recently been a fair amount of rain in the area
so the creeks had washed out the track in many places.
Arriving at the hut we unpacked our
supplies and set ourselves up for our
sojourn.
The outstation built in 1956 consisted of
three bedrooms, one with a double bed
and the other two rooms with 3 double
bunks between them. I elected to sleep in
my camper outside the building. In
addition was a lounge room, kitchen,
bathroom, laundry and storeroom. The appliances were all gas with lighting being
12v solar power.
There is also another hut adjacent to the Outstation. The restored Grindell's Hut
is located behind the Outstation and there is a grisly tale of murder surrounding
the area. This group of building's commonly has the collective name of Grindell's
Hut.
Sunday 2nd May - Grindell's Hut, Gammon Ranges
Sunday dawned coolish and clear with a waning full
moon still visible in the sky. After breakfast
everyone headed off to do their own thing with the
artists heading of to paint or draw.
I took a stroll across to the other smaller hut
adjacent to the main building and looked inside as
the door was unlocked. It consisted of two rooms, a
main room with a single bed and the other room
which was a storage area. I continued my stroll
down to the picnic area below the hut and pricked
my ears as I heard the plaintive cry of hungry baby
budgerigars.
Looking up into the branches of a craggy gum tree I
observed a number of hollow dead limbs from where the noise was emanating. It
wasn't long before one of the parent budgies returned and warily made its way
from branch to branch to quickly disappear into one of the hollow limbs.
Walking back to the hut I then headed off in my vehicle to locate some firewood
for a camp fire that evening. The track was quite rough requiring low range on
some sections of the track. There was one steep decent into a creek bed that
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had a severe drop off on one side of the narrow track requiring extreme care to
avoid dropping a wheel over the edge and rolling the vehicle. I secured a good
supply of mulga and pine from a creek bed and returned to the hut.
Needing to complete some repairs to my trailer which had occurred on the way
into this area via the creek bed I started work. I had popped a couple of rivets on
my camper trailer and anticipating this had bought with me amongst other tools a
cordless drill, rivet gun and rivets. After removing the remnants of the old rivets
replaced them.
The rest of the afternoon was spent
with more painting and relaxing
around the hut and organising dinner.
Amongst our fresh supplies we had
purchased a leg of lamb and this
was prepared for the evening meal
with help from everyone. A delicious
roast dinner was enjoyed by all.
Monday 3rd May - Grindell's’ Hut
I was up early for a ramble up the steep hill behind the hut. The climb started off
with a gentle slope and slowly became steeper until it required scrambling over
rocky outcrops. I’m glad I took my
hiking pole along with me in addition
to the camera as the old legs aren’t
as nimble as they used to be.
At the top of the hill a spectacular
view greeted me with the hut far
below and further down in the valley
the creek bed of the Balcanoona
Creek where a number of campers
were visible.
Gingerly making my way back down the steep decent I decided to head for a
gully hoping that this would be an easier track. This proved to be the case until
my way was blocked by a number of scrubby trees that had been washed into
the creek bed and which required negotiating through their bushy branches.
I came across an electric pump in the creek bed in the gully which is evidently
used to pump water into the large concrete tank at the back of the hut when the
creek is running.
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Following this jaunt and after I had recovered the group set out to complete a
reconnaissance and look for prospective places for the artists to paint.
After negotiating the rough
track again and crossing
many washed out creek beds
we stopped for morning tea at
a lookout which provided a
spectacular panorama of the
surrounding countryside.
The artists decided to head
back to paint at a location we
passed whilst I continued on
with the rest of the loop track,
passing the Gammon Cattle
Yards and finally arriving at the beginning of the loop track in from the main road.
The section of track from the turnoff was in pretty good nick and it was a fairly
quick run back to the hut.
In the afternoon I did the firewood run and spent the rest of the time relaxing with
a good novel at the hut. Dinner was marinated chicken thighs cooked on the
BBQ plate over the camp fire.
Tuesday 4th May - Grindell's’ Hut
Another fine day with a brisk wind
welcomed in the day and the artists
decided to paint close to the
Outstation. I spent all day at the
Outstation only venturing out to
collect firewood. Most of the day was
spent with a good novel.
In the evening we had the customary
camp fire with delicious steaks
cooked on the BBQ accompanied by
a crisp salad.
Wednesday 5th May - Grindell's’ Hut
The artists again decided to paint within co-ee of the hut. Taking two of them
down to the creek bed I set up a tarpaulin shelter to protect them from the sun. It
was hard work keeping everything stable as I endeavored to anchor the poles
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with the wind continued to whip around the structure. We decided to leave the
shelter up overnight for use the next day.
I took a run out to Loch Ness Well having seen
what looked like a scenic gorge as we passed
the site the previous day. The area was
designated as a camping area but there were
no facilities with the only structure being the
tower for the well and some loose flattened
iron from the drinking troughs for the cattle
from days gone by. The gorge although visible
was too distant for a short walk so I decided
against this.

On the way back to the Outstation
I stopped of on a section of the
creek that was still running and
completed the daily firewood
collection prior to again spending
the afternoon relaxing.
Dinner was a lovely filet of ocean trout defrosted
from the fridge with a nice salad. This was
followed by mango and ice cream.
Thursday 6th May - Grindell's’ Hut
We awoke to another glorious day and I
completed a walk of a few kilometers heading up
the river bed and spying an emu that bolted as
soon as it saw me. The view from the top of the
hill to the escarpment in the background was
awesome.
On the way back I stopped under the tree with
the budgerigar nests and was rewarded with a
photo one of the parents guarding the nest
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The others continued on with their painting.
Birdlife was abundant in the area and I took
the opportunity of taking a number of photos,
this one of a Mallee Ringneck. There were
other loathsome creatures lurking in the bush
and on my walks had to steer clear of the
many large Orb Weaver spiders with their
sticky webs strung out between the trees.
Friday 7th May – Grindell’s Hut
After the obligatory walk most of the day was
spent packing our belongings for departure
to Arkaroola Village the next day.

Saturday 8th May – Grindell’s Hut to Arkaroola
We had to vacate the hut by 10am as professional shooters were coming in to
remove feral animals which had been destroying the natural habitat of the
Australian natives. After finalising our packing we were away and we met the
shooters vehicles on the track on the way out. Retracing our track to the
Balcanoona Homestead.
Dropping off the keys at the
ranger station we retraced our
tracks north again to Arkaroola
Village.
We arrived in Arkaroola for lunch
and then relaxed for the rest of
the afternoon. There was
abundant wildlife around this
area as well and this photo is of
a Spiny Cheeked Honey Eater.
Dinner was the a la carte menu at the restaurant and we all enjoyed the fare.
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Sunday 9th May Arkaroola
Whilst the others took the renown Ridge top Tour I drove one of the painters to
Stubbs Waterhole in Liz's vehicle for the artist to give her paint brushes a
workout.
Taking a stroll up one of the gorges I sat for a while and contemplated how to
solve all the problems of the world. Surprisingly I didn’t come up with any
answers.
I picked up the painter and we took the Mt Jacob Backtrack through some
magnificent country.
From the view of the
dry billabong viewed
from on high to the
upswept mountains
of a range in the
distance we gazed in
awesome wonder at
the spectacle. All too
soon we were back
on the main track
and Arkaroola. The
afternoon was spent relaxing prior to a buffet dinner in the restaurant.
Monday 10th May – Arkaroola to Maree
Taking the Copley road we stopped off at the bakery for morning tea and one of
their delicious pastries. We also had a look at the antique shop where many old
relics of the area are available for purchase.
Stopping off at Lyndhurst
we called in to see Talc
Alf however he wasn’t at
home so we headed for
Maree.
The owner of the Maree
Hotel is in the process of
substantial development
with additional
accommodation and
improvement of the
amenities including a
large inside and outside
eating area in addition to a swimming pool.
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Tuesday 11th May - Maree to William Creek
We left Maree and stopped
off at the Ocre Walls to view
the vibrant colours and then
Farina where a group
working on conserving the
ruins were hard at work.
Heading up the Oodnadatta
Track we stopped off at Lake
Eyre South which had some
surface water in it and we
then traveled past the Plane
Henge.

Stopping off at the mound springs we left two of the painters to do their thing.
In the meantime we ducked up to Coward Springs and enjoyed a dip in the tepid
water of the spring. The water is very soft and the bubbling water much like a
spar is very relaxing. Whilst we were there we could have collected some
camping fees but pointed the customers to the honesty box.
Pushing on to William Creek we
arrived mid afternoon where we
booked into our dongas next to the
pub. The rooms were pretty basic
and we had to use the pub amenities
for our ablutions.
On sunset a large flock of noisy
budgerigars were in residence in the
trees adjacent to the pub and as I
approached them they took to the air
in a haphazard pattern that looked a
little like a map of Australia.
Wednesday 12th May – William Creek to Coober Pedy
After breakfast we headed for Coober Pedy. The road was in pretty good nick
and much of the track transverses Anna Creek station arguably the largest cattle
station in Australia. The vegetation was lush compared to it’s usual condition with
plenty of recent rain and surface water still visible.
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On the outskirts of Coober Pedy we entered the moonscape terrain where opal
mining is prevalent. The area is very eerie with all the mounds of earth scattered
across the countryside.
Arriving in Coober Pedy late morning we booked into the Mudhut Motel which
was very salubrious in comparison to our lodging the night before. Whilst two of
the artists ventured out look for a location to paint the rest of us spent the
afternoon with a stroll around town. There are plenty of opal and art shops in this
place to spend your hard earned dollars.
Thursday 13th May – Coober Pedy
Whilst I waited around town for
one of the painters to see a
doctor about a bad cold she
couldn’t throw the others took
packed lunches and headed
back to the Breakaways.
Whilst awaiting the doctors
appointment we spent the time
driving around some of the more
spread out sites of Coober Pedy
such as the big winch and the
underground church.
Following the visit to the doctor we
tailed the others out to the
Breakaways heading in the back way
along the dog fence.
Whilst the artists settled themselves
down to paint around the two dogs I
took a stroll and circumnavigated the
two dogs before heading to the
lookouts on the top of the jump ups.
The view is spectacular and photos do not do this place justice as the landscape
is just so large, splendid and in your face.
Following lunch we headed back to town leaving one of the artists to continue
painting. I drove out late afternoon to pick her up at the appointed place and time.
We had a farewell dinner at one of the local restaurants as I was leaving the
group to head back to Sydney whilst they were heading to Alice Springs.
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Friday 14th May – Coober Pedy to Port Augusta
We were away early and I headed
south through Glendambo stopping for
morning tea and passing Lake Hart
which is normally a dry salt lake, I
found it pretty full of water.
Pushing on for Pimba I stopped for
lunch arriving in Port Augusta late
afternoon.

Stopping off at the Arid Lands
Gardens I looked out from the
escarpment which is high above
the town and provides a
spectacular view of the Emeroo
Range as a backdrop.
The freight train I had
photographed at Lake Hart some
200km away was just arriving in
Port Augusta.
Booking into the Shoreline Top Tourist caravan park I set up camp in the back
corner with plenty of space. This caravan park is on an inlet of Spencer Gulf and
is a lovely location however the railway on the other side of the inlet works all
night with goods trains moving around none stop so it is a bit noisy. I had a chat
to a couple of other travelers who were passing through on their way back west
prior to retiring.
Saturday 15th May – Port Augusta to Broken Hill
Early morning I awoke to an
amazing sunrise with the
reflection on the water creating a
cauldron effect that to me looked
very much like what you would
expect the dawn of time to look
like.
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Leaving early I headed up through Horrocks Pass, Willmington, Orroroo and
Peterborough. I then headed west to Broken Hill trying to outrun the rain which
was coming from the west. I set up camp in the Broken Hill Caravan Park and
contacted one of the local ExplorOz members who came around for a chat and
some refreshments.
Sunday 16th May – Broken Hill to Hillston
I was again away early and even though there was light drizzle decided on my
original plan to head to Hillston via some dirt roads rather than stick to the
bitumen. The road to Menindee was bitumen and the showers were only patchy
as I again passed the Menindee Lake diversion channel which was still allowing
almost the full flow of water into Menindee Lakes.
The road from Menindee to
Ivanhoe was good dirt with a little
rain damage that had hardened
up. The countryside was looking
good and some farmers had
paddocks in various states of
preparation for winter crops.
Some had already planted with a
light carpet of brilliant green just
visible. Grass had collected on
some of the fence lines looking
like it had already been baled.
The road to Hillston was mostly bitumen with only a small dirt section and I pulled
into Hillston Caravan Park late afternoon and set up camp.
Monday 17th May – Hillston to Sydney
Another early start under a leaden sky and I headed north east to Lake
Cargelligo arriving early morning and where I fuelled up. Lake Cargelligo was
also full and a lovely place in which to spend some time.
Damn, I found I had left one of my credit cards in Port Augusta and after a couple
of phone calls arranged for a temporary stop and the card to be dropped off at
the local bank. Luckily I had a second credit card kept for such emergencies.
Heading on through Condobolin, Parkes, Orange and Bathurst I arrived home
late afternoon.
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Epilogue
Another awesome trip covering some places I hadn't been before and the
opportunity to spend more time in places I had only visited briefly on past trips.
The trip covered around 5,000KM at an average fuel consumption of
16.8L/100KM in the 2005 TD 100 Auto Landcruiser towing a 750kg camper
trailer. New BFG KM2 mud tyres had been fitted to the vehicle and performed
well although a little noisier than the previous pattern. New Dunlop Road grippers
had also been fitted to the camper trailer. Tyre pressures on the dirt roads were
dropped to 25psi.
Preparations are now well advanced for the 16,000KM trip to WA.
If you are interested in my past trips, journals and photos are available here:
http://richardw.redbubble.com/
o Back to the Outback2009
o Cape York Caper 2009
o Flinders Ranges and Central Australia 2009
o Victorian High Country 2009
o Bourke Outback Trek 2008 - Port Augusta, SA
o Central Qld, North NT & WA 2008
o Bourke Outback Trek 2007 - Karumba, Qld
o Southern and Western WA 2007
o South East Forests of NSW 2006
o Cape York 2006
o Simpson Desert to Cameron's Corner 2005
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