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A new job always calls for a new adventure – Monica McInnes and 
her family made the 3,500 kilometre journey from Brisbane to their 

new home in Darwin, but how many cries of ‘are we there yet?’ 
came from the backseat along the way?

Driving the 3,500 odd-kilometres 
from Brisbane to Darwin made 

for some great memories, and lots of 
lessons learned along the way of how 
to efficiently set up and dismantle camp 
every day. But just how many ‘are we 
there yet’s’ will sound along the way?

Mention driving to Darwin from Brisbane 
to anyone, and you will see there are two 
camps – those who think you’re mad, or 
those that wish they could come with 
you! Despite the naysayers, we set off 
to cover 3,500 kilometres in just nine 
nights with a 5-year-old and a 6-month-
old and wondered how often the catch-
cry synonymous with family road trips 
would sound.

Our first stop was Roma, about 500 
kilometres from Brisbane, and even with a 
7am start, we still struggled to make it by 
sundown on account of my gasbagging 
with former work colleagues in Dalby. 
We pulled into the caravan park, set up 
the camper, ate a quick meal in the fading 
light and hot-footed it across the road for 
the 6:30pm Big Rig Night Show detailing, 
through a light and sound display, the 
region’s oil and gas links. Remember to 
accept the offer of a blanket to sit on – 
your butt will thank you!

Butts aside, our second leg was always 
going to be a 700-kilometre killer to 
make Longreach. En-route we stopped 
at Tambo, where community spirit is 
alive and well with a vibrant town strip. 

I indulged my inner child and purchased 
a famous Tambo Teddy.

The next day in Longreach we explored 
the QANTAS Founders Museum and did 
the 90-minute Jet Tour that takes you 
up close and personal with three aircraft. 
Learn about the incredible story of how 
the Boeing 747 landed on this small rural 
runway, imagine living a life of luxury on 
the Boeing 707, and uncover the fighting 
secrets of the Catalina Flying Boat.

The next three days were spent 
exploring Australia’s premier dinosaur 
region. We gradually wound our way 
along the 12-kilometre unsealed track 
to the top of the plateau, or ‘jump-up’ 
as it’s called locally, to the entrance of 
our first stop – The Australian Age of 
Dinosaurs just east of Winton. Here the 
90-minute guided tours include a look 
around the fossil preparation laboratory, 
and an information session in the climate 
controlled collection room, where you 
can view original dinosaur bones of two 
recently and locally discovered dinosaurs 
– nicknamed Banjo and Matilda. You 
can also see some bones from the 
first dinosaur uncovered in Winton – 
nicknamed Elliot.

Still on the dinosaur trail we made tracks 
to Lark Quarry – 110 kilometres south of 
Winton. It is home to the world’s only 
uncovered dinosaur stampede tracks. 
The road has a total of 50 kilometres of 
unsealed sections. Check road conditions 

Clockwise from top: Best on the 
block: our campsite at Karlu Karlu 
Conservation Reserve campground 
– get here early to secure a good 
spot!  |  Exploring Devils Marbles at 
Karlu Karlu Conservation Reserve  
|  We see you Mr Freshwater 
Crocodile!  |  Viewing the dinosaur 
stampede tracks at Lark Quarry 
near Winton. Photo: Tourism and 
Events Queensland  |  Nothing beats 
a campfire 
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FACT FILE

GETTING THERE
Driving from Brisbane to Darwin certainly doesn’t require a 
4WD. However, we were so pleased we had one; especially for 
accessing Lark Quarry, as it was only open to 4WDs at the time 
we visited.

While we did the drive with only nine overnight stops, if time 
allows, consider taking at least a fortnight to really explore 
Queensland’s Outback towns and some more of the Northern 
Territory before arriving into Darwin.

WHEN TO GO
The best time to see western Queensland and the Northern 
Territory really is during the cooler months.  Winter nights are 
cold, so make sure you have enough warm clothing and bedding, 
and the days are warm and sunny. The closer you get to Darwin, 
the less warm clothes and bedding you need. But you will 
definitely need mosquito repellent and sunscreen. Also, during 
the dry season in the Top End, many watering holes open up for 
swimming, so make sure you pack your bathers!

WHERE TO CAMP
All towns will have a caravan park of some description. We 
booked the day before, or even on the day we wanted to arrive. 
We did have to call around to find a spot in Mount Isa and 
were fortunate to secure the last available room at the Barkly 
Homestead. But, if you’re travelling over school holiday periods, 
make sure you do book in advance. We used the Wikicamps app 
to check reviews or check for nearby free camps.

FURTHER INFORMATION
For more information about these destinations visit:

Roma ...................................................... www.visitmaranoa.com.au

Longreach ......................................www.longreachtourism.com.au

Winton ........................................... www.experiencewinton.com.au

Hughenden ........................................www.visithughenden.com.au 

Richmond .....................................www.kronosauruskorner.com.au 

Mount Isa ................................................ www.mountisa.qld.gov.au 

Barkly Homestead ......................... www.barklyhomestead.com.au 

Devils Marbles and  
Mataranka Thermal Pool .................... www.northernterritory.com

before heading out as the road can be 
closed or only 4WD accessible.

We overnighted in a free camp in 
Winton and the next morning set 
off for Richmond. On our way we 
stopped at Hughenden to meet Mutt, 
a replica skeleton of a locally found 
Muttaburrasaurus housed in Flinders 
Discovery Centre, and Hughie, a life 
size replica of a Muttaburrasaurus in the 
main street. We arrived into Richmond 
just in time for our Digging at Dusk 
tour, where you can unleash your inner 
paleontologist! There are fossils galore 
here and with a real paleontologist on 
hand to guide us we found fossilised 
poo, scales and pieces of fish jaws and 
teeth, various types of shells, and even 
a small part of a turtle shell! Tours depart 
from Kronosaurus Korner every Tuesday 
and Thursday, but if you can’t make a 
tour, the dig site is open to the public 
for self-guided visits.

The next morning we spent a couple 
of hours at Kronosaurus Korner taking 
a self-guided audio tour of an amazing 
collection of real and local marine 
creature fossils. The highlight for me 
was seeing Australia’s best and most 

Clockwise from bottom 
left:  The refreshing 
Mataranka Thermal 
Pool. Photo: Tourism NT  
|  Ready to explore Elsey 
National Park  |  View 
over Mount Isa from 
City Lookout. Photo: 
Tourism and Events 
Queensland  |  The 
Big Rig, Roma. Photo: 
Tourism and Events 
Queensland  |  Tennant 
Creek Telegraph Station 
Historical Reserve

the softer sunrise colours on the rocks 
too! You’ll also be pleased if you arrive 
early as the campground really does get 
crowded! Payment is an honesty system 
and the only amenity is a bush toilet.

With the camera packed away and the 
crew fed and watered, we headed north 
to Mataranka and the Elsey National 
Park – an area made famous by Jeannie 
Gunn’s novel We of the Never Never. 
We had 670 kilometres to cover, but 
the 130km speed limit helped put the 
bitumen behind us! We set up on an 
unpowered site at Mataranka Homestead 
and were only metres from the thermal 
pool entrance. It was a warm and 
relaxing way to while away the afternoon. 
Remember to heed all swimming advice 
in the Territory, otherwise you may 
end up as croc bait! And, we did see 
a freshwater crocodile at the end of 
the boardwalk where the thermal pool 
waters flow into the Roper River! 

As we drove our final leg to Darwin, we 
reminisced about our favourite spots, 
highlights, people we met along the way, 
and things we would do differently next 
time. And before we knew it, we could 
finally answer ‘are we there yet?’.

complete vertebrate fossil – Penny, the 
Richmond plesiosaur.

Leaving the dinosaurs behind, we headed 
to Mount Isa for the night. Another quick 
camp set-up and we raced to City Lookout 
to watch the tail end of the sunset. It is a 
great vantage point to check out the city, 
especially when you don’t have much 
time to really explore. The next morning, 
we made the 10am tour of the Mount Isa 
School of the Air. It was a real eye-opener 
to learn how kids in these remote areas 
are educated. Afterwards we stopped at 
the Underground Hospital that was built 
in preparedness for an air attack during 
World War II. Thankfully it was never 
used for that purpose but did provide 
respite from the heat for hospital staff. 
Your ticket here includes access to the 
Beth Anderson Museum and Tent House 
– remember to bring cash as EFTPOS 
was not available.

By mid afternoon we were on our way 
to Barkly Homestead. We arrived on 
sunset, thankful to have booked a motel 
room for the night. Be prepared to pay 
a little extra here for fuel and supplies 
though as generating its own diesel 
power comes at a price.

Soon after first light we headed west, 
but instead of turning north on the 
Stuart Highway, we detoured south to 
overnight at Devils Marbles, located 
about 300 kilometres from Barkly 
Homestead. Enroute, have a rest at 
the Tennant Creek Telegraph Station 
Historical Reserve on the northern 
side of Tennant Creek. Here you can 
learn about life building and manning 
the Overland Telegraph Line. There are 
plenty of well-preserved buildings and 
structures to see, but if you want to 
have a look inside the station building, 
pick up a key from the Battery Hill Visitor 
Information Centre in Tennant Creek.

We followed the Overland Telegraph 
Line another hour down the road then 
turned off towards the Karlu Karlu 
Conservation Reserve campground. 
With the pick of the campsites we chose 
one with a fire pit and a massive boulder 
straight above us! Once our camp was 
established we wandered around the 
rock formations marvelling at their size 
and balancing abilities. After an early 
dinner we headed back among the 
rocks to watch the setting sun’s colours 
transform the rocks. Treat yourself to 

We of the Never Never fame: Elsey homestead 
replica at the entrance to Mataranka Homestead
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