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Hitting South Australia’s 
lesser-trodden tracks, 

we find bush pubs, salt 
lakes and lone rangers…                   

all in a long weekend
WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHY MARIE BARBIERI 

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: 
Lake Hart’s isolated salt 

pan; Tom Noonan pulls up 
at the Breakaways Reserve; 

the Oodnadatta track; 
Parachilna signboards

For 10 years, Tom Noonan has been 
thrilling travellers on his various 

tours across Australia. This year, he added 
Lake Eyre, William Creek and Coober Pedy to 
his Lake Eyre Tours itinerary, making it a truly 
unique one that’s perfect for families.

On our 560km journey from Adelaide up to 
Parachilna, a slideshow of wheat, barley and 
sunshine-yellow canola fields fills the minibus’ 
supersized windows. At Magnetic Hill, Noonan 
stops the vehicle, nose up. “Right, everyone. If 
I take the handbrake off, will we roll backwards 
or forwards?” All 12 of us yell “Backwards!”. 
Yet to our disbelief, the bus rolls uphill. “An 
optical illusion,” he smiles. Who knows? But it 
certainly got everyone cackling. 

We journey past the towering ramparts 
of Wilpena Pound, dunes a-frenzy with 
shingleback lizards, and crumble our way 
through semi-flooded gorges. Noses press to 
windows as we finally pull into Parachilna’s 
iconic The Prairie Hotel for the night. 

Clambering out into a red and dusty world, 
we impatiently pile into the bar. Parachilna 
may only have a population of seven, but this 
quirky pub is heaving tonight. Feral food signs 
hang from doorways, Heysen Trail hikers swap 
stories over beers, motorcyclists talk engines, 

working backpackers relax as station owners 
look on, and soon, we’re all huddled around 
the outdoor fire on the starlit verandah.

Dinner is devoured at a long table with 
Aboriginal artwork above our heads. The 
brave take on the famous “feral grill” of emu, 
kangaroo and camel, while the more timid 
stick to braised beef cheeks and butter 
chicken, followed by apple and quandong pies. 
The crackle of our bonfire eventually gives way 
to snoring.

After a peek at the Leigh Creek Coal mine, 
Noonan detours onto the Strzelecki Track 
near Lyndhurst, in search of one of Australia’s 
weirdest sights. We arrive at a “Nissen hut”, a 
semi-cylindrical corrugated-iron hut, home to 
Talc Alf. He’s not in, but his solar- and wind-
powered shanty showcases an outdoor gallery 
of hand-carved talc-stone sculptures. 

“Come and ride his bike, Marie,” calls Noonan. 
So on I climb and as I pedal, connecting fan 
belts and metal levers begin to agitate Talc Alf’s 
handmade washing machine. It’s a fantastic 
spectacle, with the machine aptly labelled: 
“WWW” (Weight Watchers Washing).

Further up the Oodnadatta Track, we 
discover Lyndhurst Ochre Quarry. This bowl of 
raspberry and vanilla ripple has been mined 

BREATHING IN THE

C
lo

ck
w

is
e 

fr
o

m
 a

b
ov

e:
 M

ar
ie

 B
ar

b
ie

ri
; M

ar
ie

 B
ar

b
ie

ri
; S

A
T

C
/A

d
am

 B
ru

zz
o

n
e;

 D
o

n
 F

u
ch

s

NOVEMBER 2010                                  67

H
O

T
 S

P
O

T
LA

K
E

 E
Y

R
E



NOVEMBER 2010                                  694NOVEMBER 2010                                  69

FROM TOP: The aerial view 
of Lake Eyre’s northern 
watercourses; about to take 
off for Lake Eyre; after a long 
drive, The Prairie Hotel is a 
welcome sight

by the local Aboriginal people for millennia, 
its ochre used for medicines, painting and 
preservation, such as coating boomerangs.

Halfway between historic Marree and 
William Creek, Noonan abruptly veers to a 
halt. “Look, it’s Klaus!” he shrieks. “Listen up, 
everyone. The first time I met this guy, I asked: 
‘How long you been on the road for?’ And he 
said: “16 years!’” 

This eccentric German migrant, Klaus 
Menzel, had sought a bush-change after a 
construction career and broken marriage, 
and ill health. Swapping creature comforts 
for nomadic freedom, today he traverses 
Australia with Snowy and Willy, his two loyal 
camels, who pull his sawn-off wagon. Inside 
are a solar-powered computer and fridge. 

The William Creek Hotel sits within the 
Anna Creek cattle station, the world’s largest 
at 24,000km². Yet it’s the corrugated iron and 
timber pub that we’ve come for. 

“Sign the visitors’ book, guys,” orders the 
barman. And so we leave our mark — by 
pinning our business cards and hats to walls 
plastered with football shirts, Irish flags, bank 
notes and knickers. 

It’s 8am, and our Wrightsair plane bumps 
down a dirt runway heading for a salt sink the 
size of Holland. Red dunes and patches of 
green slowly dissolve into the salty shorelines 
of Lake Eyre. This awesome basin is Australia’s 
driest area and at its lowest point is 15m below 
sea level. It has filled only three times in the 
past 150 years. Currently with 85% coverage 
and 45% full, its floodwater is 1.9m deep. 
When enough arrives, Lake Eyre turns tidal.

Flying north, we spot Cooper Creek, the 
lake’s main inlet, where monsoonal rains have 
arrived from 1,100km away. It last flowed 20 
years ago. 

“In 1974, the lake filled to a depth of 6m, 
taking four years to retreat,” our pilot says. 
“Even with no more rain, these waters will still 
linger until around March 2011.”

We don’t see the egrets, stilts, gulls and 
swans from up here as they feed off the buffet 
of food sources from the freshwater rivers that 
flow into the lake’s north. But we all squeal 
like children upon spotting a flock of pelicans 
near the Warburton Groove. Beneath them, we 
see a smudged palette of pink brine-shrimp, 
brown clay-pans and red gibber-rock.

Back on dry sand, we trudge along the 
burnished-copper Oodnadatta Track for 
Coober Pedy, 1,060km north-west of Adelaide. 

We then head down into the Desert Cave 
Hotel to meet owner Yanni Athanasiadis. 
“Most of our planet’s opal is mined from 
Coober Pedy’s 70 fields,” he informs us, 
before demonstrating a cut and polish. After 
an underground mine tour, we put our credit 
cards to good use in the glittering opal store.La
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1 LAKE EYRE TOURS
 Tel: 1800 618 876 

1 THE PRAIRIE HOTEL
 Parachilna,
 tel: +61 (8) 8648 4844

1 WILLIAM CREEK HOTEL
 William Creek,
 tel: +61 (8) 8670 7880 

1 WRIGHTSAIR
 William Creek,
 tel: +61 (8) 8670 7962 

1 RADEKA’S UNDERGROUND MOTEL
 Coober Pedy,
 tel: +61 (8) 8672 5223

Driving alongside part of the world’s 
longest dingo fence (5,300km long) leads 
us to the table-topped sandstone mesas of 
Breakaways Reserve. Humbled into silence, 
we absorb a stunning pastel-hued landscape 
of pinks, purples and oranges, aflame beneath 
the desert sunset. We contentedly burrow 
down into our dugout rooms at Radeka’s 
Underground Motel.

Homeward-bound, we follow the desert  
pea-lined Stuart Highway. From the desert 

plain, a halo of white illuminates the            
navy-blue sky. Noonan notices inquisitive 
eyes, and within minutes we’re tramping down 
red sand dunes to a sweeping salty secret.

The salt-encrusted Lake Hart was partially 
filled just three weeks ago, and now it lies 
sparkling under the warm spring sun. The salt, 
still wet to the touch, crunches underfoot, 
encased in a necklace of khaki-green 
bushland. We all stand utterly spellbound in 
the timeless heart of South Australia. 

Jetstar flies direct to Adelaide from 
Perth, Darwin, Cairns, Brisbane, the 
Gold Coast, Sydney and Melbourne. 
JetSaver Light fares from AU$59 one 
way. Book online at Jetstar.com

Take Me There

An underground  
room in the Desert 
Cave Hotel 
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