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The first European exploration of the area was conducted by Edmund Kennedy in 1847. A hotel was 

built in 1865, and a town began to grow to service the region. It was situated near Gowrie's Crossing, 

a permanent waterhole, now on the outskirts of the modern town. Gowrie Station had been established 

around the crossing along a natural stock route, for the grazing of sheep and cattle. The town was 

gazetted in 1868 with very wide streets to enable bullock teams of up to 14 pairs to turn with their 

wagons.. Members of the Roma based Skinner family established a store in the town in 1872 that 

became known as the Warrego Stores. Cobb and Co, the legendary Australian stagecoach company, 

established a coach building business in the town in 1886, however, the railway arrived in 1888, 

beginning the long demise of coach transport in the area. In 1902 Charleville was the location of an 

unsuccessful attempt by Clement Lindley Wragge to fire cannons into the clouds in order to break a 

drought. The cannons used remain on display in Charleville today. The district has suffered flooding, 

most recently in 1990, 1997 and January 2008. March 2010 is probably the most significant flood 

event in recent memory although new work on the levees has mitigated this to a large extent now. 

 

There is a children's book called "The Flood Grungies" it is written by Michelle Sheehan and illustrated 

by Donna Reynolds. It is about the notorious Charleville floods and features the Cosmos Centre, the 

water tower. The RFDS base, Hotel Corones and other famous landmarks. 

 
 

Historical Background – Dig Tree ( Nappa Merrie ) 

 
In the Cooper Basin area extensive trade patterns were established based on the exchange of pituri, 

a narcotic derived from the dried leaves and small stems of Duboisia Hopwoodii.  Pituri plants were 

collected from the Mulligan River near the south-west corner of Queensland and the Cooper Creak 

near Innamincka, and taken to the Flinders Ranges where it was exchanged for red ochre used for 

ceremonial adornment by the aborigines.  

 

Europeans finally traversed the vast arid region of Australia in 1861 with the ill-fated Burke and Wills 

expedition.  After successfully crossing the continent to the Gulf of Carpentaria, the explorers’ last 

base in their desperate return journey was in the Cooper Creak region near Innamincka.  From their 

depot at the Creek, they attempted to reach Mt Hopeless.  This proved fruitless and the two leaders 

finally perished at Cooper Creek.  

Cooper Creek –Nappa Marie station was where Robert O'Hara Burke, William John Wills, John King 

and Charles Gray bravely ventured on to their ultimate goal - the Gulf of Carpentaria - successfully 

crossing the country from south to north. Burke had told Brahe and others who remained behind to 

wait here for three months. If Burke hadn't made it back by then, they were to head south to another 

base camp at Menindie near what is now Broken Hill.  Brahe waited and waited.  

Brahe had a riot on his hands. The other three men were complaining because they wanted to go at 

the end of three months and they were falling ill. In fact, Brahe and his angry colleagues waited there 

for four months and when they finally left they hacked out a famous inscription in a gum tree before 

burying a camel box full of supplies. 

  

Burke & Wills Dig Tree 
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Brahe wrote dig on that tree and they smoothed the area over so that the aboriginal people wouldn't 

find it and dig it up. (April the 21st or thereabouts,1961.) It was the very day that Burke, Wills and 

King staggered back to the camp to find it empty. Brahe and his group had abandoned it just hours 

earlier.  

In one of the cruellest twists of fate, a mere matter of hours on an expedition spanning almost a year 

- would result in agonising death. But for that part of the Burke and Wills tale, The Burke and Wills 

“Dig Tree” is one of Australia’s national icons.  It is an enduring reminder of our pioneering spirit.  The 

Coolibah tree is believed to be 200 -250 years old.  Burke’s face was carved into another tree ( The 

face tree) about 30 m downstream of the “Dig Tree” by John Dickens in 1898 and is still clearly visible.  

Stanbroke Pastoral Company manages the site on behalf of the Royal Historical Society of Queensland.  

They decided to rest and recuperate, living off the supplies which had been left in the cache. Wills and 

King wanted to follow the "old track" to Menindee but Burke overruled them and decided to follow the 

creek in an attempt to reach the furthest outpost of pastoral settlement in South Australia, a Cattle 

station near Mount Hopeless. This would mean travelling southwest through the desert for 240 

kilometers (150 miles). They wrote a letter explaining their intentions and reburied it in the cache 

under the marked tree in case a rescue party visited the area. Unfortunately, they did not change the 

mark on the tree or alter the date. On April 23 they set out into the Strzelecki Desert towards Mount 

Hopeless in an attempt to affect their own rescue. 

Meanwhile, while returning to Menindee, Brahe had met with Wright trying to reach the Cooper with 

the supplies. The two men decided to go back to the depot camp on the Cooper and check to see if 

Burke had returned. When they arrived on May 8, Burke had already left for Mount Hopeless, and the 

camp was again deserted. Burke and Wills were 35 miles (56 km) away by this point. As the mark 

and date on the tree were unaltered, Brahe and Wright assumed that Burke had not returned, and did 

not think to check to see if the supplies were still buried. They left to rejoin the main party and return 

to Menindee. 

The three men lived on Coopers Creek, collecting ngardu seeds and accepting gifts of fish and baked 

rats from the Yandruwandha. 

 

Cooper Creek & John King Memorial plaque 

Towards the end of June 1861, Burke and King decided to return upstream to the Dig Tree to see if a 

rescue party had arrived. Wills had become too weak to continue, so he was left behind at his own 

insistence at Breerily Waterhole with some food, water and shelter. 

Burke died at the end of June 1861. The exact date is unknown, but has generally been accepted to 

be June 28, 1861. King buried Burke's body and two days later returned to Wills, but found that he 

was already dead. He found a tribe of Yandruwandha willing to give him food and shelter. King in 

return shot birds to contribute to their supplies. 

Unbeknown to the explorers, ngardu seeds contain thiaminase which depletes the body of Vitamin B1 

(Thiamin). It is probable that they were not preparing the seedcakes in accordance with Aboriginal 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thiaminase
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food preparation methods, as the food was a staple among the local people. It has been argued that 

they did not make the food into the requisite paste to begin with, which may have nullified deleterious 

effects they suffered.] Despite eating the men got weaker and weaker. Wills wrote in his diary: 

"My pulse is at 48 and very weak and my legs and arms are nearly skin and bone. I can only look out 

like Mr Micawber for something to turn up, but starvation on nardoo is by no means unpleasant, but 

for the weakness one feels, and the utter inability to move oneself, for as the appetite is concerned, 

it gives me the greatest satisfaction." 

As a result, it is likely that the deaths of Burke and Wills resulted in part from a Thiamin deficiency 

called Beriberi. Evidence to this effect is further provided by King's account, in which it is revealed 

that Burke complained of leg and back pain shortly before his death. 

Lake Eyre 

The lake was named after Edward Eyre who was the first European to sight it in 1840. The lake is 

located in the deserts of central Australia, in northern South Australia. The Eyre Basin is a large 

endorheic system surrounding the lakebed, the lowest part of which is filled with the characteristic 

playa salt pan caused by the seasonal expansion and subsequent evaporation of the trapped waters. 

Even in the dry season there is usually some water remaining in Lake Eyre, usually collecting in a 

number of smaller sub-lakes on the playa. 

 

 

      Warburton Groove at the top of Lake Air 

During the rainy season the rivers from the northeast (in outback Queensland) flow towards the lake 

through the Channel Country. The amount of water from the monsoon determines whether water will 

reach the lake and if it does, how deep the lake will get. In strong La Niña years the lake can fill. Since 

1885 this has occurred in 1886/1887, 1889/1890, 1916/1917, 1950, 1955, 1974-1976, with the 

highest flood of 6m in 1974. Local rain can also fill Lake Eyre to 3-4m as occurred in 1984 and 1989. 

Wave built shingle terraces on the shore suggest that during the Medieval Warm Period and centuries 

immediately prior Lake Eyre possibly held permanent water at levels above those of 1974. Torrential 

rain in January 2007 took about six weeks to reach the lake but put only a small amount of water into 

it. When recently flooded the Lake is almost fresh and native fresh water fish, including boney bream 

(Nematolosa erebi), the Lake Eyre Basin sub-species of golden perch (Macquaria ambigua) and various 

small hardyhead species (Craterocephalus spp.) can survive in it. The salinity increases as the 450mm 

salt crust dissolves over a period of six months resulting in a massive fish kill. When over 4m deep 

the Lake is no more salty than the sea and salinity increases as the water evaporates with saturation 
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occurring at about 500mm depth. The Lake takes on a "pink" hue when saturated due to the presence 

of beta-carotene pigment caused by the algae Dunaliella salina. 

Typically a 1.5 m (5 ft) flood occurs every three years, a 4 m (13 ft) flood every decade, and a fill or 

near fill four times a century. The water in the lake soon evaporates with a minor and medium flood 

drying by the end of the following summer. It has been a site for various land speed record attempts 

on its salt flats, especially those by Sir Donald Campbell with the Bluebird-Proteus CN7. 

         

      The Salt Flats of Lake Eyre 

All the riverbeds in this vast, mostly flat, arid and semi-arid area lead inland (not towards the sea) 

and on those fairly rare occasions when there is sufficient rainfall to make the rivers flow at all, they 

flow towards Lake Eyre in central South Australia. 

Lake Eyre itself lies 10m below sea level, and usually contains only salt. In flood years it fills and for 

a short time undergoes a period of rapid growth and fertility: long-dormant marine creatures multiply 

and large flocks of waterfowl arrive to feed and raise their young before the waters evaporate once 

more. 

None of the creeks and rivers in the Lake Eyre Basin are permanent: they flow only after heavy rain–

a rare to very rare event in the arid interior of Australia. Average annual rainfall in the area surrounding 

Lake Eyre is 125mm (5 inches), and the pan evaporation rate 3.5m (about 11 feet). Annualised 

average figures are misleading: since 1885 average rainfall over the 1,100,000 square km of the Lake 

Eyre Basin has ranged from about 45 mm (less than 2 inches) in 1928 to over 760 mm (30 inches) in 

1974.  

To provide a sense of scale, the Lake Eyre Basin is about the size of France, Germany and Italy 

combined. It is roughly the same size as the Murray-Darling Basin (which drains inland eastern 

Australia and is responsible for a large proportion of the continent's agricultural productivity) but has 

vastly less water. Nevertheless, the entire flow of the Murray-Darling would be insufficient to fill Lake 

Eyre, merely keeping pace with evaporation. In contrast, the flow of the Mississippi could fill Lake Eyre 

in 22 days, that of the Amazon in just 3 days. 

 

William Creek 
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William Creek is the entry point from Coober Pedy to Lake Eyre in the Tirari Desert. William Creek 

offers the only petrol station between Marree, Coober Pedy and Oodnadatta on the Oodnadatta Track 

and has a campground, two motels and the world's most remote pub. The world's largest cattle station 

is located in nearby Anna Creek station  and the Woomera Prohibited Area, former testing ground for 

atomic weapons, is also nearby. 

William Creek is a good halfway stop along the track, with accommodation and meals at the Hotel as 

well as a well-maintained, if somewhat dusty campground. In the Memorial Park it is possible to see 

diverse items such as the first stage of the Black Arrow Rocket, Britain's only successful independent 

space launch that was recovered from the surrounding Anna Creek Station. More sobering is the 

commemorative inscription to a young Austrian woman, who lost her life in 1998 trying to walk back 

to William Creek from a 4WD vehicle bogged in the sand beside Lake Eyre.   

       

 

    William Creek Hotel 

 William Creek was named in November 1859 by explorer John McDougall Stuart during his expeditions 

in the area. William was the second son of John Chambers, a pioneer pastoralist of South Australia 

and a strong ally of Stuart. The town was once on The Ghan railway line. The town has always been 

small: never larger than a few cottages, a small school and a Hotel-store. You will see the remains of 

Stage 1 of the R3 rocket, successfully launched from the Woomera Rocket Range in October 1971. 

The rocket engine was recovered from the immense Anna Creek Station and is now in the Memorial 

Park at William Creek. 
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Strangways Springs just South of William Creek is a nationally significant heritage site. It is the 

location of the Strangways Springs Overland Telegraph Station, an essential link in the Overland 

Telegraph constructed between Adelaide and the north coast of Australia, in 1870-72. 

 

The Overland Telegraph connected with cables to Europe, enabling rapid communication between 

southern Australia and Britain. The Strangways complex is one of a number of repeater stations 

established at about 300 km intervals to re-transmit the telegraphic signal. 

 

The Strangways site was chosen because of the water supply available from the natural springs 

(mound springs) in the area. These and many other mound springs in the Marree-Oodnadatta region 

played a vital role in the early exploration of the Far North and greatly influenced the location of both 

the Overland Telegraph and the Central Australian Railway. 

Goyder Lagoon 

 

 
This IBA consists of Goyder Lagoon, which is part of the Diamantina floodplain, and it is situated beside 

the Birdsville Track in South Australia, close to the border with Queensland. Goyder Lagoon is a large 

ephemeral swamp or intermittent internal delta on the Diamantina River system; especially large 

floods in the Georgina-Mulligan River system (such as occurred in 2001) may contribute water to the 

north-western side of Goyder Lagoon via Eyre Creek.  

 

The topography is flat, except for some deeply incised and often disconnected anastomosing channel 

reaches, which feature high banks and levees (sometimes associated with south-east to north-east 

trending dunes); most of the lagoon proper is dominated by shallow braided micro-channels. The 

median annual rainfall is 100-150 mm and average summer maximum temperatures are 36-39 

Celsius.  

 

The IBA includes the floodplain south to the Warbuton Crossing to capture most of the South Australian 

population of Grey Grass wren. In times of major flood there are water birds over the entire wetland 

system; the largest aggregations are found near the southern side of the lagoon. There are important 
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colonial water bird breeding sites known from around Goyder Lagoon waterhole and west of Koonchera 

waterhole. The IBA could be extended to include adjacent sand-dunes which run into the floodplain 

and support Eyrean Grass wrens. The floodplain receives some water in most years from the 

Diamantina River, which is less affected by water retention in upstream lakes and swamps than the 

other Channel Country river systems. The entire IBA is located within the huge Clifton Hills cattle 

grazing property. A total of 170,000 water birds were estimated from aerial surveys in 2002. 

 

Coober Pedy 
 

Coober Pedy is a town in northern South Australia, 846 km north of Adelaide on the Stuart 

Highway. According to the 2011 census, its population was 1,695 (953 males, 742 females, 

including 275 indigenous Australians). The town is sometimes referred to as the "opal capital of the 

world" because of the quantity of precious opals that are mined there. Coober Pedy is renowned for 

its below-ground residences, called "dugouts", which are built due to the scorching daytime heat. 

The name "Coober Pedy" comes from the local Aboriginal term kupa-piti, which means "white man's 

hole". 

   

Coober Pedy famous for its underground dwellings 

Opal was found in Coober Pedy on 1 February 1915; since then the town has been supplying most of 

the world's gem-quality opal. Coober Pedy today relies as much on tourism as the opal mining 

industry to provide the community with employment and sustainability. Coober Pedy has over 70 

opal fields and is the largest opal mining area in the world. 

 

Birdsville 

Birdsville is a small town located in Western Queensland, Australia. The town is located 1590 

kilometers west of the state capital, Brisbane, and 720 kilometers south of the city of Mount Isa. 

Birdsville which is surrounded by sand dunes is situated on the edge of the Simpson Desert, and the 

climate is very arid. At the 2006 census, Birdsville had a population of 115.  

Birdsville is located in the Diamantina Shire, which has a population of 326 persons (Census 2001). 

The Birdsville Track extends 514 kilometers from Marree in South Australia through the Strzelecki 

Desert before ending at Birdsville. Proclaimed a town in 1887, Birdsville was located at the border of 

South Australia and Queensland to collect tolls from the droves of cattle being moved interstate. With 

Federation in 1901, the tolls were abolished and the town fell into decline.  
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Birdsville Hotel    “Big Red” sand dune tours 

In 2007 there is a single hotel, serving canned or bottled beer, and a hospital. When proclaimed the 

town had three hotels, two stores, a customs house for interstate trade, a police station and a large 

collection of commercial buildings. Today Birdsville is a popular tourist destination and is most famous 

for the legendary annual Birdsville Races, which are held in September in aid of the Royal Flying Doctor 

Service of Australia. The tiny town population is swelled to many thousands for the two day event, 

and hundreds of aircraft often fill the town's 1,700 meters long airstrip. Many people take tours to the 

West of town to view “Big Red” a large sand dune. 

Birdsville is also home to an 80 kW Geothermal Power Station, with water being extracted from the 

Great Artesian Basin (at 98 °C) before being vaporised into steam, producing energy for the town. 

This water (once cooled) is also the source of the town's drinking water.  

Ayers Rock 

Uluru (English pronunciation: /ˌuːluːˈruː/), also known as Ayers Rock and officially gazetted as 

Uluru / Ayers Rock, is a large sandstone rock formation in the southern part of the Northern 

Territory in central Australia. It lies 335 km (208 mi) south west of the nearest large town, Alice 

Springs, 450 km (280 mi) by road. 

Kata Tjuta and Uluru are the two major features of the Uluṟu-Kata Tjuṯa National Park. Uluru is 

sacred to the Anangu, the Aboriginal people of the area. The area around the formation is home to a 

plethora of springs, waterholes, rock caves, and ancient paintings. Uluru is listed as a UNESCO 

World Heritage Site. 
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Alice Springs 

 

Alice Springs is the third largest town in the Northern Territory, Australia. Popularly known as "the 

Alice" or simply "Alice", Alice Springs is situated in the geographic centre of Australia near the 

southern border of the Northern Territory.  

The site is known as Mparntwe to its original inhabitants, the Arrernte, who have lived in the Central 

Australian desert in and around what is now Alice Springs for thousands of years. "Alice" in the 

English language was named by surveyor W. W. Mills after Lady Alice Todd (née Alice Gillam Bell), 

wife of Sir Charles Todd. Alice Springs has a population of 28,605, which makes up 12.2 percent of 

the territory's population Alice Springs is nearly equidistant from Adelaide, South Australia and 

Darwin. 

The town straddles the usually dry Todd River on the northern side of the MacDonnell Ranges. The 

surrounding region is known as Central Australia, or the Red Centre, an arid environment consisting 

of several different deserts. In Alice Springs temperatures can vary dramatically with an average 

maximum temperature in summer of 35.6 °C (96.1 °F), and an average minimum temperature in 

winter of 5.1 °C (41.2 °F). 

Start your outback adventure in Alice Springs, in the heart of Australia’s Red Centre. Sail over the 

spinifex plains in a hot air balloon or bike ride to Simpsons Gap. Join a safari of quad bikes across the 

desert or fly over the MacDonnell Ranges.  

Peer into the traditions of the Aboriginal Arrernte people who have lived here for 20,000 years and 

browse contemporary Aboriginal art along Todd Mall. Connect to stories of Afghan cameleers, flying 

doctors and plucky pioneers in the many heritage sites around the town.  This rollicking, modern town 

is also a day trip from the iconic attractions of Uluṟu-Kata Tjuṯa and Kings Canyon. 

   

             Todd River in the Wet         Alice Springs from Anzac Hill 
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Longreach 

Longreach is one of the most iconic outback towns in Australia and it lays claim to a number of 

significant milestones in Australia’s history. Longreach is home to the QANTAS museum as this is 

where that most famous Australian airline had its beginnings. It is also home to The Stockman’s hall 

of fame. 

 

    The Stockman’s Hall of Fame 
 

 
 

QANTAS Outback Museum 
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Travelers’ Tips 

Austrek have provided extra water bottles but we do advise that when you stop at each point, to buy 

yourselves water to preserve the stock in case of emergency.   

We also have provided insect repellent for your comfort as the flies can be quite bad and during this 

time, mosquitoes will be present also.  So please don’t be afraid to ask the pilot for some if you want 

to apply it.  (Particularly at the Dig Tree and Innamincka if you are canoeing)  

Sunscreen is available for your use during the day.  Take extra care when outdoors between 10:00am 

and 3:00pm, when UV radiation is most intense. Seek shade to protect your skin from skin cancer 

and other sun damage.  (Please ask the pilot for the sunscreen)  

For those travelers who might unfortunately suffer from motion sickness, we have sick bags which are 

located in the pockets behind the seat in front of you.  If you do use a sick bag, please seal it properly 

and dispose of it wisely at your next arrival point.  We also have ear plugs to protect your ears if you 

wish to use them.  

Please remember to help keep the Outback clean for future visitors by properly disposing of your 

rubbish.  

 
 
 

Enjoy   your   Outback   Experience! 
 


