
Birdsville Track 2016 

Background:  

Three Audax QLD members (Simon, Vaughan, me) planned to ride the 

Birdsville Track in time for the Birdsville Races, supported by 3 vehicles and a 

trailer. 

Plan A comprised 3 4WD vehicles and a trailer, with 3 additional people (Glen, 

Nat, Mark) to drive while we cycled, travelling to Marree via Innamincka. We 

would then cycle north on the Track to Birdsville. While there, an additional 

vehicle and driver (Alastair) would join us.  

Most of the party would then travel to Longreach before returning to Brisbane. 

I needed to be home ASAP after the ride so booked a return ticket from 

Birdsville with a Kangaroo Bus Lines camping safari. 

 

Day 1 – Saturday, August 20 - Brisbane to Mitchell 

My first Uber experience! Arrived at Simon’s at 6:30 AM as planned but 

detected a certain lack of urgency. I was able to watch Chloe Esposito win the 

Gold medal for the modern pentathlon and the GB women beat The 

Netherlands in a penalty shootout for the Hockey Gold Medal. 

Simon told me that Mark, who was going to drive Vaughan’s car while we 

cycled, is ill and can’t come with us. This is a potential disaster as that means 

we have 3 cars and only 2 drivers if 3 of us are cycling simultaneously.  

We eventually left at 8:10 after obligatory photos, planning to rendezvous with 

Vaughan with the Forester/trailer and Glen and Nat with the Land Rover at 

Boonarga. On the way, Simon told me that the Land Rover had suffered a 

mechanical yesterday and Glen was fitting a new part before he and Nat could 

leave, thus explaining the lack of urgency earlier. 

Boonarga is the site of the Cactoblastis Memorial Hall and is almost certainly 

the world’s only memorial to a moth. 

We had plenty to exercise our minds while we drove; how to arrange 3 cyclists 

and 2 drivers on the Track so all 3 of us could cycle while the 3 cars kept up, 

driven by 2 people. All sorts of combinations and permutations involving 

vehicle shuttles were considered. 



We met Vaughan who had arrived just 5 minutes before us and received 

several texts from Glen and Nat providing status updates. They eventually left 

Simon’s place at 2:00PM after having picked up the gear we needed them to 

carry. 

They were never going to catch us today so we called a halt at Mitchell and 

stayed in a motel, the highlight of which was the lamb shanks at their 

restaurant. 

Day 2 – Sunday, August 21 – Mitchell to Quilpie 

We made a leisurely start as we need Glen and Nat to catch up with us today. 

It was a brisk 10 degrees first thing and we watched the opening 30 minutes of 

Brazil vs Germany in the Olympic football final before leaving. 

Breakfast was at the Morven Truck Stop and we saw the final stages (extra 

time) of the football, won by Brazil in a penalty shootout. 

We then drove as far as Charleville and repacked the trailer, Rav4 and Forester 

before finding a park to have lunch and wait for Glen and Nat. 

We had a Cook’s tour and visited a few of Charleville’s landmarks:- the railway 

station, camels at the airstrip, the Vortex Rain Cannon and the IGA store. 

Charleville does not exactly bustle on a Sunday (nor any other day, at a guess) 

We lunched and Glen and Nat finally arrived (and lunched).  

We decided that Quilpie was the next logical overnight stop so continued west, 

travelling on Australia’s longest road, the Diamantina Development Road; 1334 

KM’s from Charleville to Mt. Isa. 

Simon and I discussed the possibilities of its potential as an Audax Route to 

rival PBP and LEL but decided that the logistics and lack of spectators were 

against it. 

Arriving at Quilpie unscathed, we camped in the Caravan Park and I got to 

erect my new tent outside of the garage for the first time. 

Day 3 – Monday, August 22 - Quilpie to Windorah 

It had rained overnight, forcing Simon to relocate from under the awning of 

Vaughan’s Forester to the passenger seat of the Rav4, and continued to do so 

until 6:30 AM, when Vaughan and I folded our tents away. Sadly, it started 

again around an hour later, making it difficult for Glen and Nat to strike camp. 



They have a much more serious tent with standing room, lots of poles and 

additional layers of complexity. 

We repaired to a coffee shop for a crisis meeting (the first of several). 

We had been informed by those who claimed to know, that the Strezlecki 

Track would probably be impassable by the time we reached Innamincka, 

stranding us there. The remaining options were to head straight to Birdsville 

(plan B) then travel the Birdsville Track south to Marree or to take a lengthy 

detour south to Cunnamulla and Bourke, then across to Broken Hill, 

Peterborough and Lyndhurst and north to Marree (plan C). This would be 

bitumen all the way but would add 600 Km’s to the trip. 

The Birdsville option (plan B) won out so we set off, arriving at Windorah for a 

late lunch. It was an interesting drive as the country was very green, making 

the red earth look even redder. We encountered Brolgas and plenty of grey 

nomads, some of whom had no intention of giving up their position in the 

centre of the narrow bitumen strip, forcing us to put all 4 wheels in the gravel. 

Not long after crossing the iconic Cooper’s Creek we arrived at the Windorah 

Roadhouse, which had great burgers and 4 cute Jack Russell Terriers, where we 

were told that a road train bound for Birdsville had just arrived after having 

turned back due the state of the road. Another crisis meeting ensued, this time 

over lunch and coffee. We could continue west to Betoota (Plan D), beyond 

which the road was closed, or remain in Windorah (Plan E) until the road 

reopened. We elected to go with the latter option, not knowing what was at 

Betoota. 

The caravan park was full but the council allowed us to camp under the shelter 

of their covered tennis/netball courts for $5.00 per night per car and to use the 

hot showers provided.  

We went to bed under a clear, starry sky but heavy rain commenced around 

3:00AM according to those who can hear. 

Day 4 – Tuesday, August 23 – Windorah 

We woke to heavy rain on the roof of the netball court and felt suitably snug 

(and smug?) in our respective tents, except for Simon who had simply erected 

his deluxe stretcher, eschewing the delights of tenting. 

We had accepted by now that our original plan (plan A) for the 3 of us to cycle 

the entire track had gone down the river, so to speak, so agreed to maximise 



our cycling opportunities on the Birdsville Track by taking only 2 vehicles with 

minimal gear and trailer to Marree, leaving the third vehicle in Birdsville. (plan 

F). We sorted and packed our belongings accordingly. 

Heavy rain continued through the morning, but let up in the afternoon before 

setting in again during the evening. 

There were plenty of Grey Nomads with all sorts of vehicle/camping 

combinations in the town and I learned a lot about the advantages and 

disadvantages of each.

 

Day 5 – Wednesday, August 24 – Windorah 

A warm and sunny morning! 

The TIC and Library has Wi-Fi so I made use of it to contact home, there being 

no mobile reception in Windorah (Pop. 80) 

We were informed that the road to Birdsville was still under 0.4 meters of 

water at the ruins of the JC Hotel further west but would likely reopen 

tomorrow morning. We were also informed that the Birdsville Track was closed 

between Birdsville and Mungerannie. 

Kevin and Marie, who sell merchandise (souvenir clothing etc.) from their huge 

caravan on the Simpson Desert Race circuit arrived and joined our ever-



growing group of happy campers. They kept us entertained with stories of 

previous race meetings and videos of Kevin’s restored Chev Camaro and model 

train layout, both of which were quite spectacular. 

I walked a few km’s and took photos of Windorah’s rather impressive solar 

farm. Boredom can do that to one. 

We leave tomorrow at 9:00 AM. 

Day 6 – Thursday, August 25 – Windorah to Birdsville 

True to form, we left about noon, having purchased salad rolls to eat enroute. 

The driving was straightforward enough on the bitumen but the dirt sections 

had several deep and muddy washouts. On 2 occasions, we elected to send the 

Land Rover through first but we made it unscathed, although very muddy. 

The country is very flat this far west but there are some red 

dunes/hills/elevated sections. We stopped at Deon’s lookout, which is on the 

boundary of the Barcoo and Diamantina Shires and is quite spectacular. 

We arrived in Birdsville just before dark and secured sites in the Caravan Park. 

There is not a blade of grass in the place and hammering pegs in was difficult. 

If it ever rained, the place would become a quagmire. Thankfully, my tent is 

self-standing. 

We had dinner out, at the famous Birdsville Hotel. Good food and not too 

expensive. 

There was light rain in the night, sufficient to force Simon to abandon his 

stretcher and sleep in the car again, which is becoming known as the RAV 4 

Star. 

Day 7 – Friday, August 26 –Birdsville to Mungerannie 

We rose early to discover that Glen had a flat tyre on the Land Rover, spoiling 

what was otherwise a fine, sunny morning. 

Another crisis meeting ensued and it was decided to split the group in 2; 

cyclists and non-cyclists, with the latter camping at Mungerannie and enjoying 

a break while the 3 cyclists drove to Marree the following day and rode relay 

fashion back to Mungerannie, then to Birdsville. i.e. 2 riding and the other 

driving the car with the trailer. (plan G) 



The drive to Mungerannie was uneventful but the flies were present in their 

millions. We succumbed and purchased fly veils at Mungerannie Roadhouse. 

Day 8 – Saturday, August 27 - Mungerannie to Marree and back to Clayton 

Wetlands. 

The cycling group rose at 5:30 and breakfasted in the dark before driving to 

Marree, arriving around 10:30. 

After a 10-minute Cook’s Tour we prepared the bikes for our assault on the 

Birdsville Track. This meant removing the several meters of bubble wrap and 

tape we had wrapped them in to prevent dust infiltrating sensitive and delicate 

areas. I discovered that my rear rack was broken from having been used as a 

tie down point on the trailer and it found its final resting place in a bin. I’d only 

had it for 20 years….. 

We stopped at the bakery for a lunch time pie and encountered a group riding 

“Postie Bikes” across the desert, an annual event organised by Apex. We told 

them they were mad and they told us we were madder. 

We finally got under way around noon; Riding the Birdsville Track at last! 

I rode the 54km’s to Clayton Wetland in fairly good time, with Vaughan and 

Simon alternating driving and riding, arriving early enough to pitch tents and 

scrounge enough kindling to get a fire started. (We had brought firewood with 

us, as there isn’t any on the Track) 

The track itself was in good condition and didn’t pose too many challenges 

apart from the nagging headwind. The wind is supposed to blow from the 

south at this time of the year. Also, it’s not supposed to rain, either. 

We crossed the dingo fence on this leg of the ride. It’s the world’s longest 

fence at 5,600km long. Apart from the physical barrier it emits a beeping 

sound, similar to a truck reversing, which apparently acts as a canine 

deterrent.  

The campsite is made available by the local station owner and is famous for its 

boiling hot artesian sourced shower. Sadly, it was on the blink as the shower 

was icy cold….. but refreshing! The flushing toilet was a welcome comfort, 

though. 

Simon once again demonstrated his culinary skills and we were in bed at 8:30 

in preparation for an early start to tomorrow’s 150km stretch to Mungerannie. 



Day 9 – Sunday, August 28 - Clayton Wetlands to Mungerannie. 

We rose at the proverbial sparrow’s and after breakfast in the dark, Vaughan 

and I set off north while Simon packed the car and drove to the next change 

over point about 30km’s up the Track. Yesterday’s headwind was still with us 

and strengthened as we went. 

 

After changing places with Simon, I drove for about 5km before stopping for 

photos and to see if all was well with Simon and Vaughan. The wind was 

obviously picking up speed and we decided that continuing to battle it was 

futile when we had the option of putting the bikes on the trailer, driving north 

and then riding south with a tail wind. This was the only way we would cover 

the day’s target of 150km so we went with it. (Plan H) 



 

We drove to the next proposed checkpoint, 43 km south of Mungerannie and 

Simon and Vaughan rode the 77km back at an average speed between 26 and 

27 KM/H, with a lunch stop on the way. 

We then drove north again to a point 13km south of Mungerannie and Simon 

rode to Mungerannie into the wind while I cruised the 30 km southwards with 

the benefit of the tailwind, then being collected by Vaughan and driven back to 

Mungerannie. 

Although our original plans had crumbled around us, at least we could say we 

had covered the Birdsville Track from Marree to Mungerannie, even though we 

had done it relay style. 

It was after 6:00 PM when Vaughan and I arrived back at the roadhouse and 

discovered that Glen and Nat had reorganised the camp in our absence and 

prepared a very nice meal. 

We had heard on the car radio and been reminded by the locals that the 

weather forecast was not favourable and were forced to agree that to 

continue to ride would be folly, probably resulting in our being stranded by 

impassable roads. 

It was decided that we would leave for Birdsville at 10:00am tomorrow. (plan I) 



Day 10 – Monday, August 29 – Mungerannie to Birdsville 

What should have been an easy morning was somewhat spoiled by the 

discovery that the rear screen of Vaughan’s Forester was cracked. It seems that 

either a stone had been thrown up and bounced off the trailer into the bottom 

of the screen or Simon had hit it with his head once too often. We taped the 

screen and hoped for the best. As it turned out, it survived the rest of the trip, 

a tribute to our taping skills. 

The trip was uneventful (hooray!) and we were able to book into the Birdsville 

Caravan Park again, selecting a spot on the higher ground well away from the 

delights of the billabong on the park boundary. This was to pay off in the 

following days. 

 

Day 11 – Tuesday, August 30 

Vaughan, Simon and I rode south on the Birdsville Track to the turnoff to 

Pandie Pandie Homestead. This was around 29 km each way, taking an hour 

and a quarter out and an hour and three quarters to return. The wind had not 

abated. 

On the way out we noted that the warning signs indicated that the Track was 

now closed between Marree and Mungerannie. We were told later that the 

entire track was closed in the early afternoon. We felt vindicated in having 



elected not to continue riding after Day 9 as we would likely have been 

stranded. 

We investigated the Burke and Wills tree (NOT the “dig” tree) on our return 

trip. The actual lettering in the blaze is now unclear but there seems to be no 

doubt regarding its authenticity. 

We located and spoke to Kangaroo Bus Lines later in the day regarding my trip 

home with them and I was able to do a load of washing (and drying). 

Day 12 – Wednesday, August 31 

I slept late (6:40AM) and rose ready to go for another ride, but this was put on 

hold as both the Rav4 and the Forester had flat batteries; presumably, the 

result of too much charging of electronic devices and running fridges. 

The neighbouring campsite had not only jumper leads but a battery pack, and 

the Rav4 was sorted straightaway. Not so the Forester. Nothing worked, even 

after checking all the fuses, and the RACQ was called. The problem proved to 

be a failed 140-amp fusible link, which could not be replaced. The resourceful 

staff at the garage eventually solved the issue by wiring 2 x 60 amp fuses in 

parallel, and this lasted long enough to see Vaughan home to Brisbane. 

Unfortunately, this took up a lot of the day so no ride eventuated. 

We did a lap of the town on Shanks’s pony and caught up with Kevin and 

Marie, who we had met at Windorah, in their merchandise van. 

Alastair arrived during the day, so now we have 2 Land Rover Defenders on our 

site! 

Day 13 – Thursday, September 1 

We woke to steady drizzle and were able to enforce a “no shoes allowed under 

the gazebos” policy, which kept the ground under them dry and free of mud. 

This lasted about 2 hours until the heavens opened and the ground 

everywhere turned into thick, gooey mud of the sort popularly associated with 

The Somme and other World War 1 battlegrounds. 

30mm fell during the day, equivalent to half of Birdsville’s average annual 

rainfall. 

I owe a debt of gratitude to Simon who texted me 10 minutes before I left 

home on Day 1, suggesting I bring a raincoat “just in case”. 



All of our party attended the pre-race cocktail party in the evening, except for 

me as I had bailed out earlier, selling my ticket to Vaughan. It was mildly 

amusing to watch everyone in their finery wearing their boots to the door of 

the party and then changing into their dress shoes. 

The wind increased during the night and instead of enjoying my book I spent 

most of the time moving sleeping bags and other stuff further under the cover 

of the gazebos until there was no room for me to sit. I ended up standing on 

our duckboards (actually a folding toilet pedestal) and holding onto the gazebo 

to stop it blowing away. 

The party goers returned around 11:30PM and we went to bed. 

 

Day 14 – Friday, September 2 

I woke around 2:00AM as the tent was shaking violently but it held firm and 

remained waterproof. 

I got up at 5:00AM to discover that one of our gazebos had been blown awry 

and tried to straighten it but I was no match for the wind so retreated to my 

tent for another hour until more hands were available to dismantle the 

wreckage. 



We then spent the rest of the morning cleaning up and restacking the kitchen 

and associated equipment under the remaining gazebo. 

The sun appeared around 10:00AM and the combination of sun and wind dried 

most of the ground in the park. There were plenty of dead gazebos and 

damaged tents in evidence. 

Plenty of people had left the park, presumably to escape Birdsville before more 

roads are closed and the rising billabong has forced the relocation of many 

campers, some of whom were allowed to camp in streets outside the park. 

Today was supposed to be the first of the 2 race days but there has been a 24-

hour postponement. There will now be a phantom race meeting tomorrow and 

the Birdsville Cup will run on Sunday. 

 

Day 15 – Saturday, September 3 

Neither Vaughan nor I knew what a phantom race meeting entails, so elected 

to attend. Had we known that it consists of watching races at other venues on 

a big screen and betting with the on-course bookies we may well have gone for 

a ride instead. 

To be fair, we were also treated to the sight of a grader and other machinery 

making circuits of the track in an effort to dry it out for tomorrow’s racing. 

After about an hour we opted to walk the 4 km back to town, making a couple 

of detours on the way. 

Kangaroo Bus Lines will contact me when they know what will happen 

regarding the trip home. They are hoping to leave in the morning of the day 

after the races. 

Day 16 – Sunday, September 4 

Race Day. 

Vaughan and I went for a ride out of town on the Boulia Road, which was 

closed to traffic. The initial gravel section was a little messy in places but the 

next 15km or so of bitumen was very pleasant. Where the bitumen stopped, so 

did we. Again, we had a tailwind out and a headwind back but not as bad as 

the previous ride. 



As travel on closed roads is a big NO NO, subject to draconian penalties, we 

had a moment of concern when we encountered the local police heading 

towards us on our return journey, presumably to assess the condition of the 

road, but they gave us a wave and continued on. 

We had time to shower, shave, shampoo and shoeshine and catch the bus to 

the racecourse in time for lunch and the Birdsville Cup, won by Campanology 

(not Campagnolo), a mare ridden by a female jockey and trained by a female 

trainer.  

We stayed for one more race then fled in the vanguard of the exodus back to 

town. 

Kangaroo Bus Lines are now more positive that they will be leaving tomorrow.  

There is to be a meeting with the police in the morning, and a possible 

announcement regarding the reopening of the road to Windorah. 

Day 17 – Monday, September 5 

I was up early and beat the rush to the ablutions block in case the bus left 

today.  

At 10:00 AM the police announced that the buses could leave at 1.00PM 

followed an hour later by 4WD traffic. 

I joined the bus at 12:45 and we set off, passing a queue of 4WD’s stretching 

the full 4km from the caravan park to the racecourse. 

All went swimmingly until the bus ground to a halt 33km out of Birdsville at the 

turn off to Roseberth Station. A transmission sensor had got wet in one of the 

washouts and took about an hour to diagnose and fix. The driver and mechanic 

did a great job sorting it, but we had lost our head start on the rest of the 

traffic, which slowed us down. 

The other highlight of the trip was a RBT at Windorah. They would have had a 

pretty good return on effort as a lot of folk had done some serious imbibing 

while waiting for the road to opened. 

At about 0:15 in Quilpie the accompanying bus suffered the same fate and 

while that was being attended to it was noticed that our bus was leaking diesel 

fuel. The offending fuel line was replaced but then we had to wait for a truck 

stop to open to top up. 



Breakfast was at the Roma Gun Club (!), during which the bus was taken to a 

workshop for a more permanent fix. 

All this meant a 28-hour trip in total, arriving at Roma St. Transit Centre at 

5:05PM on Tuesday Sept.6.  

I caught a train to Sandgate and a cab home; a day and a half late but just in 

time for dinner. 

The road from Birdsville to Windorah was cut again by rising river levels so the 

rest of the group left early the next morning and drove to Winton via Boulia, 

then back home via Roma, arriving in the early afternoon of Thursday Sept. 8. 

 

Conclusion: 

Although we didn’t achieve what we’d set out to do, the trip was still an 

experience to look back on and savour.  

We experienced a region of Australia that most of us had not visited before 

having some fun and sharing camaraderie on the way. 

From my selfish perspective, the major disappointment was that the Birdsville 

Track turned out be considerably easier riding than the forestry roads where 

I’d been developing my limited gravel skills and I’m certain we’d have romped 

it in had the weather behaved. 

I’m sure Simon and Vaughan were similarly let down, particularly Simon, who 

had done a mountain of organisation for months in advance and busied 

himself incessantly throughout the trip keeping everyone fed and hydrated. He 

even took the opportunity to hone his meteorological skills while we were in 

Birdsville. Vaughan and I could only look on in admiration and do the odd spot 

of washing up. It was only later that we realised that the “met station” was 

actually the pub. 

 

Thanks also to Audax SA President, David Fairweather and his committee for 

adding a Birdsville Track Dirt Series to their calendar at short notice, and then 

altering the dates at even shorter notice to fit our intended modified schedule. 

As it panned out, we weren’t able to complete an Audax ride but their support 

was welcome.  


