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Map of North Western Australia roughly showing our route from Fitzroy Crossing to Sandfire



Introduction

Our journey into the Great Sandy Desert came about by meeting like-minded people on the
Oka Forum on the internet. | had written a journal last year of our trip called In the Tracks of
Len Beadell, after we had travelled the Anne Beadell Highway, the Gunbarrel Highway and
the Sandy Blight Junction Road. Dean edited this journal appropriately and put it on the Oka
Forum in divided sections. This created some interest amongst some forum followers and in
short led us us to be invited to join with Dave and Pauline Gray from Perth and David and
Janet Ribbans from Adelaide on their planned trip into the Great Sandy Desert. Though they
are both named David it was fortunate for us that they were actually called different names.

Dave and David had done the relevant research, with Dave having local knowledge and
experience. Dave lived in Derby for a number of years and drove firstly cattle trucks
transporting cattle from the stations in the Kimberley area and later transporting goods and
equipment to the mining exploration camps of the Great Sandy Desert during the 1980s. The
basic tracks were made by the mining companies using bulldozers and graders. Dave had
access to the survey maps made at the time. David had access to GPS track navigation
systemsand Davebs Mirciken@l,sends previous trhDagaidog of
Pauline had started this trip with Mick but had to unexpectedly leave the journey. So it was
D a v edéeam to complete the trip into the desert with the aim to visit the McLarty Hills,
which was of personal significance to Dave (more later) and Dragon Tree Soak Nature
Reserve, a small green square on the map with no access roads.

Da v i d 6showngaqur track or trip log across the Great Sandy Desert

Dave has a green XT 1994 Oka dual cab tray, number 137 with a newly acquired and
painted used pop top camper fitted onto the tray in place of his previous canvas canopy.
David has a bus back on his XT Oka number 148 with a fold up bed allowing a table and
seats for daytime use and has made modifications to the roof height allowing standing room,
something we miss. One day we will have a pop top. David also had an internal shower,
something that Deano dreams of but our 12 volt external shower works very well. (Which
Davealsohas, as well as an internal )hower that he d;i

Dean had made an extra effort to make sure everything on our Oka was ship shape for the
desert crossing and there was a certain saga with the wheels and tyres which | might
elaborate on later.



Our communication equipment consisted of being registered with the VKS 737 4WD radio
network and having a Codan short wave radio, a CB radio and a satellite phone. (Including
information on radio schedule times of the various VKS bases). We called into the network
from the beginning of the trek stating we were heading into the Great Sandy Desert. We then
called in each night giving our grid references and we did this each night we were in the
desert as part of the fAMantl e of Safetyo.
nights and reported we were all well with no issues and that we would call in again the
following night. This was our lifeline and if there were any emergencies we would assisted by
the network in any way possible. But one of the important factors was that if necessary we
had to be prepared to walk away from our vehicles. This is why Dean spent so much time
and effort on the Oka before we left.

We had made arrangements to meet at Halls Creek around the 26™ July with both Dave and
David having some minor inconveniences along the way. Dave was coming up the west
coast visiting friends along the way while David was coming up the Stuart Highway to Alice
Springs and then along the Tanami Track to Halls Creek.

Dean and | had left home on the 23™ of June and had travelled along the Darling River to
Burke then into the outback Queensland towns of Thargomindah and Quilpie, back east to
Charleville, Roma and up to Kilkivan near Gympie to drop off some tyres. From here we
travelled north to Charters Towers, and on to the Undarra Larva Tubes. We made our way to
Chillagoe and then went west on the Burke Development Road to Burketown. Over the
border to the Northern Territory and on to Borroloola, then north through the Limmen
National Park to the Roper River, on to Katherine and west to Kununurra where we
restocked for the now current desert crossing. That journal will precede this.

So now continues the journey.

Dragon Tree Soak( cour t esy &dm EgpbiPn),i no x 6,
4
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Tuesday 29" July Laura River to Airstrip Camp 277kms Day 1l Hotand sunny

As we were to meet with David and Pauline at midday we chatted with David and Janet over

breakfast and diddled about camp, moving off about 10am along the Great Northern

Highway through some fairly ordinary country past the Mary River rest area. Further along

the Ngumpan Cliffs rest area up on an escarpment is a free overnight camping area with

shelters and bush toilets, though no shade whichisone of De anldwoulpbe hicer i t i es
siting up here watching the sunset. We usually drive past here but today we drove up to drop

off our rubbish and make use of the toilets. A few caravans were taking advantage of the

free site and the lovely views from the top of the escarpment. | noticed one caravan had a

sign out offering haircuts and | was tempted for a fringe trim but we had to keep moving.

~ : _—

View from Ngumpan Cliffs rest area

The road weaved through the hills offering a change of scenery of ochre red hills of various
shapes and sizes along with steep escarpments. A few kilometres further along we arrived at
the meeting point at 12.05pm where Dave and David who arrived within a minute of each
other were waiting. We made our introductions and with Dave giving us a briefing we set off
on our way through Cherrabun Station which was very marginal grazing country on the edge
of the Great Sandy Desert. It appeared to me there was not much but spinifex and ant hills
on the property. From now on we were on dirt tracks and Dave pointed out the yards where
he collected his first load of cattle b a ¢c k i n t Then wé @ehtlodes the causeway of
the wide and sandy Christmas Creek. On enquiry Dave had only seen water in the creek
once. He said when he was crossing the dry causeway; he looked upstream to find water
slowly coming down. The couple of herds of Brahman cattle we saw near windmills and
bores during the drive looked to be in reasonable condition.

5



Spinifex and anthills Healthy looking Brahman cattle

Crossing a small sand dune | spotted a clump of the pretty purple pea type flower we had
only seen once before near Rudall River National Park. Dean stopped for a photo but the
bush was past its prime with the yellow centres having all fallen off. While uncommon we
were to see much more of this pretty bush throughout the desert. Here we also spotted our

first desert walnut tree T Owenia reticulata, on 1 y | di dnoét Kk nleunthertintoa t

the desert they were quite plentiful growing singularly or in small groups. The desert walnut
is striking in that it is the only tall tree in this desert and it has large deep green foliage
sprouting from the very ends of the branches. At this time the trees had green fruit on them
in little clusters at the ends of the branches under the leaves. The green skin turns to brown
and sheds leaving the fruit which does look a bit like a walnut. These fall to the ground in
large quantities, and walking under a tree was like walking on marbles, which | only did
once! Apparently the indigenous people used the tree for medicinal purposes rather than a
food source, roasting the nuts and leaves using them as a poultice for arthritis, sores and
bruises. | took some green nuts home but they were brown by the time we got there.

Soon after this we crossed another dune (just two for the day) and having averaged
40kms/hr (plus stops) we arrived at the designated campsite of an old airstrip 100kms from
the highway at 3pm. The gravel airstrip was only just discernible with quite a few years
growth on it.

6
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Desert Walnut i Owenia reticulata trees. The dead one shows how the leaves all grow out
from the end of the branch and below more detail of its leaves and the green walnuts.




There were no trees for Dean to use for shade and he would have to get used to that idea.
We circled the Okas on a clear section of the old strip and our Oka became the shade until
the sun set. Dave and Pauline had an early lunch in Fitzroy Crossing but we missed out so
we made a snack to tide us over until tea time and had a much needed cuppa.

The boys sorted out a fire which was not terribly successful. It was very smoky in the breeze
but it did the job. Before meeting up with us Pauline and Dave had stayed with friends on
Jubilee Station and had caught some barramundi which they were sharing with us for tea
tonight. We girls organised salads. While the barra was cooking in foil on the BBQ we had
pre dinner drinks and chatted, all slowly getting to know each other. David and Dave had
travelled together a couple of times before so they were all good. It took me a couple of days
to settle into a comfort zone, but Deano just fits in anywhere. All he has to do is talk Okas.
As we were chatting a plane flew high overhead with its jet exhaust glowing red in the
sunset, going to some exotic place but we were all happy right where we were.

The meal was beautiful and after the dishes we settled around the fire. Out here before the
moon was up the stars were brilliant sparkling diamonds in the sky and we withessed many
such nights staringupinaweand was sorry | d i Wiith & dool ree2e®n any ph

A

my back and feeling very tired | slipped quietly offtobedat9pm ( t hat 6 s 11lpm. Vi ctor

Northern Tinsel Flower i Cyanostegia cyanocalyx and a flight to some exotic place

Airstrip Camp



Wednesday 30™ July Airstrip Camp to Bore Camp 93kms Day 2 Hot and sunny

Waking with the sun shining in the back window at 6.15am | noted Dave was already up. We
arose too and the conversation continued where it left off last night while we all breakfasted.
Dave had picked up some extra diesel for us so Dean and David topped up the fuel tanks
with 35 litres each. (With a little fuel stress towards the end of the desert journey David later
thought it may have been worthwhile going the extra distance into Fitzroy Crossing to fill up
before we started, replacing 177kms worth of fuel which we did really have time to do).

After the usual chores we left camp at 8.30am following our fearless leader Daved s
directions. The track was solid clay with various species of desert vegetation dotting the
countryside. Dave stopped and pointed out the turn off and sign to the abandoned Western
Mine site where he had transported equipment. The sign stated there were no supplies, food
or fuel available.

. }”,. 'f A / ’
A m‘m i

Turn off to the old Western Mining Site

Deano getting ready for a shower and asking the girls to hold his soap and towel at the
abandoned camp and Zebra Finches nearby



Over a couple more sand dunes we could see the water towers and bore of the abandoned
aboriginal settlement we were heading to. Once there we refilled with water from the working
equipment and | took the opportunity to make a cup of tea. Dean noted the showers worked
so we both made use of the tepid water. There was the evidence of a recent feast of a
bustard bird (bush turkey) with feathers scattered over the ground. After we filled our water
tanks from the settlement we turned onto the eastern end of the McLarty Track which goes
west in a more or less straight line between the sand dunes meeting the Great Northern
Highway near Nita Downs Station.

This track which heads towards the McLarty Hills started out in fair condition but after 8kms
at 15kms/hr the track became obscured by vegetation so driving became a little slower as
we weaved between the acacia, grevillea and ti-tree and back onto the track. It has been 10
years since the road had been cleared when exploration holes were drilled (2004-2005).
Dave had been along this section of track four years ago which was then in good condition.
Now four years later with lack of use the track had become more overgrown than expected.
We were communicating by the CB radio and
cl earance requiredo. Dave answer ed, fSend
Janet. We had frequent stops over the day clearing the track of fallen dead scrub mainly.

With 70kms from the settlement to tonight©os

at 12.15pm which just happened to be 35kms from the turn off, half way. Dean was lucky
enough to find a firewood tree which he cut up with his trusty Stihl chainsaw while | made
lunch. The trees or branches only need to be up to four or five inches in diameter to make an
adequate sized camp fire for cooking and later sitting around. The trees also need to be
close to the road so we keep on the lookout, keeping up a supply for two or three days. The
wood is thrown onto the roof rack and there is a ladder for later retrieval. (We also carry a
supply of fire lighters).

Finishing lunch we continued along, but thick holly grevillea blocked the path. After refuelling
the chainsaw Dean coul dndét get it to start
was slow going on the overgrown track and various stops clearing the track had me
collecting and photographing wildflowers. Most of them were past their prime but | saw a

|l ovely yellow holly grevillea which 16d not

and as the name suggests has leaves shaped like holly. It is a tough shrub with spiky
branches and became quite a nuisance during our desert crossing.

Another plant which | have yet to identify is what | called a purple pom pom plant. This stem
has a collection of white to mauve two millimetre pom poms which then have tiny purple
flowers blooming out of the pom pom. Aha found it - i t @lked acCotton Bush - Ptiloyus
Obovatus. This was plentiful throughout the desert in various shades of
cream/pink/mauve/purple
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Holly Grevillea i Grevillea wickhamii bushes linethetracki n f ront of Davi dos

Cotton Bush - Ptiloyus obovatus.
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At 3pm we arrived at the Bore Camp, a known spot picked out by Dave. When | asked Dave
later if it had an actual name he called it the Wonky Shonky Construction site. This camp site
had definitely seen better days as it was overgrown and we were lucky to spot the track into
it. We found a bit of a clearing near the dry dam site where we could make camp. With three
Okas we needed a bit of space. Here there were a few desert walnut trees and with no air
conditioning Dean pulled under one for some shade. The 12 volt fan Dean installed in
Kununurra just blows hot air. It was very warm today and | do not tolerate the heat very well
so | was a bit hot and tired when we pull
day it was obviously not enough. As | sat on the step Dean poured water over me and got
me a cold drink. It starts to cool off by 3.30pm so before long | was feeling better.

The others were camped nearby and we had a central communal area. After setting up we
sat around chatting and over a few beers the boys got the fire going. David set up his
antenna and called into the VKS 737 4WD radio base at Meekatharra giving our GPS
reference and giving all our registered call sign numbers. Tea tonight was lamb chops and
salad followed by fruit pudding and custard. We also enjoyed a bottle of Yellow sparkling
wine, the low alcohol, low calorie stuff. The others had pork chops with roast veggies and
Mexican chicken and enjoyed red wine with their meal. We witnessed a pleasant sunset in
the west. Later | followed up with a glass of port and a cup of tea and leaving Dean chatting |
slipped off to bed.

Pre dinner drinks at sunset - Bore Camp
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Thursday 31 July ~ Bore Camp to Crossroad Camp (to Edgar Range) Day 3 48kms

The reason for stopping at this old camp site was that there was useable bore water

available and was the last known good water supply. Dave had rigged up a contraption for

accessing this water 60 feet below the surface in an eight inch wide pipe casing. Dave ds poly
pipe with a one way valve was dropped into the bore, jiggling it up and down a few times

until it sank below the water filling up the pipe with about four or five litres of water. This was

a bit time consuming but sharing the job we were able to all fill up all our water tanks and

containers with lovely sweet water. With this job completed Dean got another bucket of the

tepid water and making the most of the opportunity we had a shower. | also washed a few

clothes. From here on we would be conserving our water usage.

Dave and Deano collect water from the bore and | have a quick shower
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