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Find a hole lot more to 
the Red Centre’s remote 
opal-mining hotspot.

WORDS DAVID LEVELL PHOTOGRAPHY ANDREW GREGORY
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 C
OOBER PEDY HAS a million holes, and at least 
as many stories. Peter Rowe knows plenty of both. 
He dug thousands of the former in 15 years of opal 
mining in this remote desert community and 
now, taking tourists on the local outback mail 

run, spends his days recounting a rich seam of the latter.
Across the eerie Moon Plain and down the historic Oodna-

datta Track, the stories keep coming all day as we carry mail 
to isolated cattle stations in Rowe’s 13-seater 4WD. The 
gunfight at Edwards Creek, the ghost of Algebuckina, hard 
living and wild luck on the opal fields – a genial host and 
spellbinding raconteur, “Rowie” could probably talk under-
water. And 120 million years ago he would’ve been: back then 
this parched desert was an inland sea. 

Coober Pedy – “Coobpedy” to locals – is closer to Ayers Rock 
than Adelaide, 846km north of the SA capital. Flying in, the 
first sign of life are myriad giant anthills dotting the arid 
immensity below. As the plane loses height you realise they’re 
mullock heaps, signposting Coober Pedy’s sole raison d’etre 
– opals. Local mines produce about three-quarters of the 
world’s total haul, mostly white opal.

Yarning might be an art form out here, but one thing 
no-one can tell you – even if they wanted to – is where to find 
that precious opal. In theory, it most likely forms where water 
has washed silica down a fault in the rock strata. But life 
wasn’t meant to be easy, especially down an opal mine. 
“It’s a hit-and-miss game,” Rowie says. “There’s a saying: opal 
is where opal is. You can have a claim that’s virtually barren, 
but find one blob worth a million dollars.” 

The first opal was found accidentally by a teenage boy, 
Willie Hutchison, while gold-prospecting with his father in 
1915. Ever since, Coober Pedy has been the outback’s final 
frontier, the epitome of tough individualism, a place to pit   
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Opal mining

opal boom raised the hopes of many a new European arrival, 
enlivening this far-flung outpost with strong Greek, Italian 
and Serbian communities.

Mining is banned within town limits, but what if your 
dugout just happens to need a spot of renovation? A small 
fortune fell out of one bloke’s kitchen wall as he carved out 
a new pantry for the missus. “There’s plenty of wine connois-
seurs in Coober Pedy,” Rowie says, a glint in the eye. “A nice 
new underground cellar’s the best thing for your red. Trouble 
is, the bloody stuff keeps evaporating.”

 KEEP OFF THE OPAL fields. You might fall down 
a mineshaft or be mistaken for a “ratter” – the lowest 
form of Coober Pedy life – despised rogues who live by 

stealing from opal-rich claims. Instead, you’re welcome to 
“noodle” (fossick) for overlooked opal in the Public Noodling 
Area (Umoona Road). If you’d rather buy quality opal than 
take pot luck rifling through mullock and worthless “potch” 
(opal without colour), Hutchison Street is lined with dealers. 
Check they’re affiliated with Coober Pedy’s Retail, Business  

yourself against an extreme environment and maybe win your 
fortune. Too chancy for big companies, which prefer calculated risks, 
opal still lures hardy mavericks who like to do things their own way. 
Local government didn’t arrive until 1987, along with the first sealed 
highway. Increased tourism has since tamed the town somewhat, 
but a Wild West ambience lingers despite the steady stream of 
campervans along the Stuart Highway.

Coober Pedy means “whitefella’s hole in the ground”, an Aboriginal 
comment on the dugout dwellings that early miners (returned WWI 
soldiers, said to have been inspired by the trenches of the Western 
Front) created to escape the fierce summer heat. These innovative 
caves maintain indoor temperatures between 23 and 25 degrees 
Celsius, even when it’s 45°C in the shade outside.

Dugouts are underground, but not usually underfoot, unless you 
climb one of the hillsides they’re bored into. The interior walls, 
scalloped by blades of digging machines, are sprayed with sealant to 
stop dust. The rock is firm enough to support very spacious and com-
fortable caverns. Still the preferred housing today – no airconditioning 
bill – they aren’t just supremely practical, the exotic look is a prime 
tourist drawcard. Some dugout homes welcome tourist visitors (look 

out for Faye’s and Crocodile Harry’s) or, for a rare chance to sleep in 
a hill, 11 subterranean accommodation options include motels, 
hotels, B&Bs, a backpacker hostel and even a “campground”.

Some dugouts add holy to holey. The Serbian Orthodox church is 
particularly attractive, one of five underground churches. Tourists 
are often surprised how multicultural Coober Pedy is. But the postwar 

Dugout home

On the Stuart Highway

 Painted Desert (below )

The Moon Plain and 
Moon Plain gypsum (right)
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and Tourism Association, and beware massive discounts 
– good opal doesn’t come cheap.

“The more colours – and the more brilliance and clarity – 
the better the opal, simple as that,” says Yanni Athanasiadis, 
a leading local dealer and owner of the Umoona Opal Mine 
& Museum. Predominately red opals are often considered to 
be the very best, but Athanasiadis stresses the importance of 
choosing a colour that suits you.

He says it’s always cheaper to buy opals here at the source 
than in the cities. “There’s plenty of opal and with 35 opal 
shops in town, plenty of competition. Also we don’t have to 
pay $200,000 rent a year for a small shop.”

Noodling is a modest hands-on nibble of opal fever, but for 
Coober Pedy’s bigger picture you need to head out of town and 
see its vast, fascinating surrounds. The Mail Run provides 
a thorough sampling over a 12-hour (minimum) drive, as 
Peter Rowe traces a 550km triangle between Coober Pedy, 
Oodnadatta and William Creek.

On official Australia Post business, Rowe delivers to six 
cattle stations, revealing local lore and stories behind all 
manner of landmarks as we drive: mountains, historical 
ruins, even burnt-out cars. One of the first we encounter is 
the humble yet vital Dog Fence. Crossing three roads within 
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30km of town, it’s the world’s longest continuous manmade 
structure. “It’s longer than the Great Wall of China and, some 
people say, just as spectacular,” Rowie deadpans. Stretching 
into red-earth infinity in both directions, it cuts the continent 
in two, running between the Bight and the Gold Coast. One 
side is cattle – and dingo – country. Over the fence sheep may 
safely graze, shielded from canine mayhem. 

Yanni Athanasiadis with opal, 
Umoona Opal Mine & Museum

Desert Cave Hotel

The Dog Fence near 
William Creek Road

SOUTH AUSTRALIA COOBER PEDY 
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Out on the Moon Plain, endless shards of gypsum shimmer 
like broken glass in the sun. To appreciate the size and 
isolation of this flat, rocky expanse, get out of your car. 
Fill your ears with the silence, your gaze with the space. Little 
here separates you from millions of years past, when this 
bone-dry desert was icy sea, swathed in polar darkness for 
several months of the year. 

Close your eyes and conjure an ichthyosaurus (think half-
croc, half-dolphin) swimming overhead in 30m of water. 
Or keep a sharp lookout underfoot to spot the real deal, now 
safely fossilised. The region is a rich source of marine fossils: 
a local cop once mistook a giant ammonite for a dumped tyre. 
Even rare, jewel-like opalised fossils turn up. 

Pink Roadhouse, Oodnadatta

Umoona Opal 
Mine & Museum 

William Creek Hotel

Well-named as it is, there’s also something distinctly 
Martian about the Moon Plain, especially when the ironstone 
gibbers – prehistoric glacial deposits, believe it or not – take 
on a red hue in the late afternoon sun. 

The Moon Plain segues into cattle country, where the only 
grazing is saltbush. It doesn’t look like much of a cow-pleaser, 
but it’s a healthy high-fibre diet and some call this the best 
cattle country Australia has – in a good season. Trouble is, 
good seasons haven’t been forthcoming, with seven years of 
drought seeing stock reduced to a few thousand, even on 
stations the size of small nations.

Near Arckaringa station, the Painted Desert is named for 
its multi-hued mesas, coloured in bands by oxidisation. In the 
early morning or twilight, the interplay of sun and shadow is 
at its most dramatic. For mesa eye-candy closer to town, the 
Breakaways (30km from Coober Pedy) have featured in 
several films, including Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, The 
Adventures Of Priscilla Queen Of The Desert and Red Planet. Both 
sites have walking trails.

The Mail Run hits Oodnadatta’s Pink Roadhouse for lunch, 
with time for a quick bite and a stroll to the old Ghan railway 
station, now a museum. This was the railhead for the famous 
north-south service from 1891 until 1929. With the Ghan’s 
passing in 1980, the population plummeted and Oodnadatta 
is now mostly Aboriginal. But it’s still deceptively diverse; this 
is border country where the peoples of the APY Lands – 
Anangu, Pitjantjatjarra and Yunkatjatjarra – meet.

In the Pink Roadhouse Keith, a local, explains the connec-
tion between indigenous art and the land. “It’s a written form. 
You wouldn’t travel without a map. Neither do we. The coun-
try is the map and the stories explain the features.” 

Anna Creek station could 
swallow Wales, but less 
than 20 people live there‘‘

Umoona Opal 
Mine & Museum

COOBER PEDY SOUTH AUSTRALIA 
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After lunch we’re on the Oodnadatta Track, an old Aboriginal trade 
run and the route John McDouall Stuart took to make the first south-
north crossing of Australia in 1862. We motor through a dry creek 
crossing where he almost drowned in a flash flood. The track parallels 
the old Ghan line, the most spectacular remnant of which is the 
Algebuckina Bridge over the Neales River. At Nilpinna station, 
passengers who’ve opted for a joyflight over nearby Lake Eyre depart 
with a pilot from Wrightsair. They’re about to marvel at Australia’s 
largest dry saltpan lake, while we drop the mail at the world’s largest 
cattle run. We’ll join up for dinner at William Creek township.

At six million acres (about 24,000 sq km), Anna Creek station could 
swallow Wales, but less than 20 people live there, kids included. 
Modern mustering is far from labour-intensive; two or three ringers 
on motorbikes, supported by spotter aircraft, round up more cattle in 
a few weeks than two dozen horsemen used to muster in months. 

William Creek, population eight or so, is South Australia’s smallest 
town. Surrounding this friendly flyspeck, Anna Creek’s ocean of 
saltbush touches the horizon everywhere you look. Dining options 
are Dingo’s Cafe or historic William Creek Hotel (1887), where the bar 
walls bristle with countless business cards from many and varied 
visitors. Think you’re in the middle of nowhere? Read the wall and 
discover an infinite trickle of people arriving from all over the world.

It’s a microcosm of the land itself. A quick glance and you might 
dismiss those wide-open spaces as mere monotony. But just as the full 
beauty of an opal is soon revealed to a careful eye, this country blooms 
with diverse wonders for those ready to see. The emptiness is an 
illusion. Every inch has a story awaiting your discovery. �

For more information visit www.opalcapitaloftheworld.com.au 
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TALKING OPAL 

BILL CUDLIPP 
Flame Opals, Sydney. www.flameopals.com.au
“About 15 per cent of opal I stock is from Coober Pedy. 
Hong Kong syndicates dominate in Australia; they buy 
rough opal and export to China for cutting – labour is 
cheaper and the skills are there as it’s similar to cutting 
jade – and then supply retailers here. Taxing these 
exports could pay to promote the Australian industry.”

PETER SHERMAN
Sherman Opals, Sydney. www.shermanopals.com.au
“My grandfather had to be cunning to buy the best 
Coober Pedy opal in the late 1930s-early 1940s. If the 
stationmaster at Port Augusta saw him on the train, 
he’d earn a spotter’s fee by phoning a rival opal buyer, 
who would then attempt to beat my grandfather to the 
parcel. My granddad would temporarily change into 
women’s clothing just before Port Augusta, to get to 
the opal fields without the stationmaster noticing him.” 

For airfares call Qantas on 13 13 13 or visit qantas.com. 

For holiday packages to SA call Qantas Holidays on 13 14 15.

STAY
DESERT CAVE HOTEL
Hutchison Street.
(08) 8672 5688.
www.desertcave.com.au 
The top of the town 
underground; 19 dugout 
rooms from $198. Also an 
opal shop/mine museum.

DO
UMOONA OPAL 
MINE & MUSEUM
Hutchison Street. 
(08) 8672 5288.
www.umoonaopal
mine.com.au 
One of several opal dealers 
in Coober Pedy, Umoona 
also has an excellent local 
fossil exhibit and a former  
mine on show downstairs.

THE MAIL RUN
1800 069 911. 
www.mailruntour.com

WRIGHTSAIR 
William Creek. 
www.wrightsair.com.au

EAT
UMBERTO’S RESTAURANT
Desert Cave Hotel.
Hop in for kangaroo kebabs 
with desert spices and 
yoghurt. Mains from $22.

TOM & MARY’S TAVERNA
Hutchison Street.
(08) 8672 5622.
The garlic prawns at this 
hospitable Greek eatery 
is the most praised dish 
in town. Mains from $10. 

William Creek  Road
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