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Preface
The  Australian  Outback  is  difficult  to  define  but  is  generally  considered  to  include  arid areas  of 
land  remote  from  the major  urban  population  centres.    In  terms  of  area,  the outback may 
encompass 80% or more of the Australian continent.

Although  characterised  by  very  low  rainfall,  the  outback  is  far  from  a  homogeneous environment. 
It  includes  a  complex  range  of  environments  covering  both  inland  and tropical  areas.    It  is  home 
to  a  wide  range  of  plants  and  animals  as  well  as  human activities such as mining.

The images in this book were taken during a short trip that my wife, Margaret, and I made to Uluru near 
the geographic centre of the Australian continent.  The trip included outback areas  of  western  New  South 
Wales,  South  Australia  and  the  Northern  Territory,  but  the images give only a glimpse of the outback 
and its characteristics.

In  keeping  with  the  principles  of  the  SoFoBoMo  concept,  the  book,  including  all photography and 
layout, was  completed within a 31 day period  in  July and August 2011. As we were still 'on the road' 
when the 31 day period expired, compilation of the book was carried out in motel and cabins during our 
travels and finally uploaded at a WiFi 'hotspot' in Kingscote, Kangaroo Island, South Australia.

Brian Walters
August 2011
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Mining

Many towns in outback Australia developed as a result of the discovery of valuable metals 
or minerals.  Cobar, in western New South Wales, thrived due to valuable deposits of 
copper.  More recently, the rising value of other elements including gold have allowed other 
mining ventures to be established.
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Rock strata at New Cobar open cut gold mine
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Darling River

Before the railway reached the western areas of New South Wales, the Darling River 
provided the means by which produce from outback areas was able to reach markets. 
Wilcannia was a river port in the days when boats were able to navigate up as far as 
Bourke. Wilcannia never got the railway and the town declined when the river boat trade 
faded into history.   The old centre lift bridge is a reminder of the days when large boats 
needed to navigate further up river.  The heritage-listed bridge has been replaced by a 
particularly efficient, but depressingly uninteresting, concrete structure.



Centre Lift Bridge, Wilcannia, New South Wales
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Barrier Highway

The Barrier Highway stretches from Nyngan in western New South Wales to Burra in South 
Australia, a distance of over 1,000 kilometres, through some of the driest areas of both 
states.



The Barrier Highway in western New South Wales
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Broken Hill Sculpture Symposium

In April/May 1993 a group of artists from Australia and across the world got together on a 
hilltop 10 kilometres from Broken Hill in outback New South Wales to create a series of 
sculptures using slabs of local sandstone.



Bajo El Sol Jaguar (Under the 
Jaguar Sun) by Antonio Nava 
Tirado; Mexico City, Mexico
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Silverton

Like many outback mining towns, Silverton in western New South Wales, developed quickly 
and declined just as quickly.  Many of the stone buildings still survive but there are just as 
many ruins.  These days the few remaining inhabitants are primarily artists who make a 
living from tourism.



Two Churches
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Silverton

Silverton was once joined to nearby Broken Hill by a narrow gauge railway, parts of which 
can still be seen near the town, including the platform and piers at creek crossings.  The 
tramway allowed ore from mining operations to be transported to the main State railway 
system.



Silverton Tramway - Ticket Office and Platform
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Numerous water tanks remain along the railway lines in outback New South Wales and 
South Australia - relics of an era when steam trains were the major form of transport for 
both passenger travel and for movement of stock and crops.
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Another Era



Railway water tank near Olary in outback South Australia.
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Rain Follows the Plough

....or so the theory went in the early to mid 1800s.  The failure of the theory can be seen in 
the ruins of abandoned farms and homesteads that are common north of Goyder's Line - a 
line delineating the limit of successful agriculture.  The line was proposed by George 
Woodroffe Goyder in 1865 and was initially ignored.



Goyder's Line memortial near Orroroo, South Australia
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Abandoned

Many of the abandoned homesteads north of Goyder's Line in South Australia are 
substantial stone buildings.  The builders obviously believed that their farms would be 
successful in the long term.



Derelict homestead near Oodla Wirra, South Australia
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Opal Town

Opal is a precious stone comprising amorphous silica and water.  Australia has over 90% of 
the world's commercial opal market and Coober Pedy in outback South Australia accounts 
for the majority of that market. 



Coober Pedy
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Living Underground

In summer, temperatures around Coober Pedy can reach the high 40s (Celsius).  To 
escape the heat, many of Coober Pedy's residents live in dugouts excavated into rocky 
hillsides.  Many dugouts are as comfortable as, and have all of the conveniences of, 
homes in the large coastal cities. Several churches in the town are also located in 
dugouts.



The Catacomb Church, Coober Pedy
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Opal Fields

There are 70 opal fields in the Coober Pedy area.and the surrounding landscape is marked 
by thousands of mullock piles, resulting from abandoned test shafts.



Coober Pedy from the air
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Outback Roads

Apart from the major highways such as the Barrier and Stuart Highways, outback roads can 
be dangerous for the unwary.  Many have rough, ungraded surfaces that deteriorate rapidly 
after rainfall and which require crossing of dry river beds where four wheel drive is essential.



Drive Carefully!
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Outback Wildflower

Pink Mulla Mulla occurs widely in drier areas of Australia. It is a stiff, herbaceous plant with 
egg-shaped to oblong leaves up 40-125 mm long. Flowers occur in conical shaped spikes 
on tall stems. The flowers are pink to purple in colour and the spikes can be up to 150 mm 
long by 50 mm diameter. Flowering occurs from winter through to summer.



Pink Mulla Mulla
Ptilotus exaltatus
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Desert Terrain

From the air, the landforms and watercourses take on defined shapes which are not visible 
at ground level.



Landscape west of Lake Eyre, South Australia
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Dunes

Dunes run in parallel lines from one horizon to the other.  In most years the dunes are 
unvegetated and move in response to the prevailing winds.  Here, the dunes show 
considerable growth of native vegetation due to the unusually high rainfall that has 
occurred in recent seasons.



Parallel Dunes near Lake Eyre, South Australia
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Drainage Channels

The drainage channels of a small outback watercourse are delineated by 
growths of algae giving the appearance of the branches of a tree.



A small salt lake near Coober Pedy, South Australia
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Salt Lakes

There are many lakes throughout outback Australia but most are dry, salt lakes except 
during infrequent periods of abnormal rainfall. 



Island in a Salt Lake
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Lake Eyre

Lake Eyre in outback South Australia, is near the geographical centre of Australia and is 
usually an enormous dry, salt lake.  Its catchment extends several thousnad kilometres into 
south west Queensland, an area that rarely sees significant rain.  On average, Lake Eyre 
fills 3 or 4 times per century) and when this occurs, it is the largest lake in Australia and 
18th largest in the world. 



Approaching Lake Eyre South
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Lake Eyre

Unseasonal rainfall in the Lake Eyre catchement in 2009-2011 has seen large volumes of 
water reaching the Lake.  During the rare periods when Lake Eyre has water, massive bird 
breeding is stimulated.



Birds nesting on a Lake Eyre Island
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Lake Eyre

The southern end of Lake Eyre North is the lowest point in Australia, at approximately 15 
metres below sea level. 



Lake Eyre Islands
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Lake Eyre

In the past, the dry lake bed of Lake Eyre has been the site of land speed record attempts, 
most notable those of Sir Donald Campbell in the 1960s.



Southern edge of Lake Eyre North
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Left to Decay

In the past, when vehicles broke down in the outback there was often no way for spare 
parts to be obtained.  Abandoned vehicles will sometimes be seen gradually decaying by 
roadsides.



An old Holden at the side of the road
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William Creek

William Creek (population 2 plus 1 dog) is the nearest township to Lake Eyre. Originally a 
stop on the old Central Australian Railway between Port Augusta and Alice Springs, the 
township was by-passed when the new railway was constructed 250 kilometres to the west. 
The town is now a tourist stop on the Oodnadatta Track.



Hotel at William Creek, South Australia
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Widespread Alien

Rosy Dock is seen through much of outback Australia.  Many people assume that it is a 
native wildflower, some even mistaking it for Sturt's Desert Pea (page 84).  However, Rosy 
Dock is an introduced species that has adapted to the hot, dry conditions of inland Australia.



Rosy Dock (Rumex vesicularis)
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Painted Hills

South east of Coober Pedy, these low hills arise out of a featureless plain.  Thousands of 
years or erosion have eroded the surface layers revealing the lighter colours beneath.



Painted Hills, South Australia
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Painted Hills

The hills are located in a remote area of the giant Anna Creek Station and can only be 
viewed from the air.



Painted Hills, South Australia
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Outback Creeks

Watercourses in outback Australia are ephemeral - they flow only in the short period after 
rainfall but are normally dry.



Agnes Creek, South Australia
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Protecting Livestock

It looks innocuous but the dog fence is the longest, continually maintained structure in the 
world.  It extends for about 5,400 km from south-east Queensland to the cliffs of the 
Nullarbor Plain bordering the Southern Ocean. The fence was constructed in the 1880s to 
protect livestock in the south-eastern part of Australia from attacks by dingoes and other 
wild dogs.



The Dog Fence, South Australia
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Native Dog

The dingo is believed to have reached Australia with the first Aboriginal people.  Over 
thousands of years it has stabilised genetically into a distinct breed.



Dingo
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Rails North

The Central Australian Railway extend for over 3,000 kilometres between Port Augusta in 
South Australia and Darwin, the capital of the Northern Territory.  It crosses some of the 
most isolated and barren parts of the outback.



Central Australian Railway near Marla, South Australia
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Uluru

Uluru in central Australia is of great spiritual significance to the local indigenous people, the 
Anangu. A number of locations around the base of the rock have spiritual meaning to their 
culture and visitrs are asked to respect those areas during their visit.  One particular area of 
concern to the Anangu is the number of visitors who insist on climbing Uluru.  The Anangu 
never climb the rock and it is regarded as a great affront when visitors do so. 



An iconic view of Uluru at sunset
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Uluru

Dark marks on the red surface of Uluru indicate where water cascades to waterholes at the 
base during the rare periods of rainfall.



Uluru
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Uluru

In several caves at the base of Uluru, cave paintings exist, having spiritual meaning to the 
local indigenous people, the Anangu.



Cave Painting - Uluru
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Kata Tjuta

Kata Tjuta is located about 30 kilometres from Uluru and is also of spiritual significance to 
the Anangu.  Like Uluru, the rocky outcrops arise from a flat plain and can be seen more 
than 100 kilometres away.



Desert Oaks and Kata Tjuta
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Kata Tjuta

The red colours of both Kata Tjuta and Ulura change depending on the time of day thet 
they are viewed.  Towards dusk both formations take on an orange colour in the low, 
slanting sunlight.



Kata Tjuta at Sunset
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Ghost Gum

A white-trunked eucalypt contrasting with orange-red rocks, seen here at Kings Canyon in 
the Northern Territory,  is an iconic image of central Australia.



Ghost Gum (Corymbia aparrerinja)
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Outback Oasis

At Kings Canyon in the Northern Territory, deep gorges have been carved into the rock 
producing sheltered, cool areas with permanent water in this hot, desert landscape.



Kings Creek at Kings Canyon, Northern Territory
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Animals of the outback need to adapt to the desert conditions so that they are protected 
from predators.  The rusty mottelled plumage of the Spinifex Pigeon means that it blends in 
well with its desert habitat.

Camoflage



Spinifex Pigeon (Petrophassa plumifera)
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Coloured Cliffs

Deposites of ochre are highly prized by Aboriginal communities and have been used in cave 
paitings and for ceremonial uses.



Ochre Pits, West MacDonnell Ranges, Northern Territory
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Permanent Waterholes

Rivers in the outback flow rarely and unlike coastal rivers they never reach the sea.  The 
Finke River rises in the West MacDonnell Ranges and, when it flows, the water discharges 
via channels into the Simpson Desert, replenishing the vast artesian basin. At a few 
locations along its length, permanent waterholes exist.



Finke River at Glen Helen Gorge, Northern Territory
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Outback Wildflower

Sturt's Desert Pea (named after the early explorer, Charles Sturt) is the floral emblem for 
South Australia. The classic desert pea flower is a deep scarlet or red on the standard, keel 
and wings with a black or dark red boss (the enlarged structure at the centre of the 
flower). Individual flowers are about 90 mm long and are borne in groups of 5 or 6. In 
nature many colour variations are known, ranging from red through pinks to yellow and 
even albino forms.



Sturt's Desert Pea (Swainsona formosa)
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Roadside Melons

'Paddy Melons' are often seen along roads in the outback.  These are not Australian native 
plants but are thought to have arrived with early Afgan traders.  Opinions vary on their 
edibility but it is unlikely that they would have been introduced if they are inedible.



Afgan Melon (Citrullus lanatus)
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