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An outback holiday can bring you face-to-face with the 
dinosaurs and giant marsupials of Australia’s deep past.

Bone idyll WORDS DAVID LEVELL
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AUSTRALIA FOSSILS

Track way back in time: 
130-million-year-old 

dinosaur footprints, 
Gantheaume Point, WA 
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 N
INETY-FIVE MILLION YEARS is a truly mind-
boggling gulf of time, especially for a species evolved 
to hate waiting more than 20 minutes for a train. 
Mentally compress it to a single year; in proportion, 
an average human lifespan measures less than 30 

seconds. Australia was literally another world in that dim past, joined 
to Antarctica and New Guinea. Dinosaurs stalked vast conifer forests 
and a third of our current landmass lay beneath a shallow sea 
teeming with reptiles as big as buses.

Well, the times they have a-changed, thanks to continental drift, 
climate fluctuations and the odd mass extinction. But there’s always 
something there to remind us: fossils. Most capital cities display fossils 
and dinosaur bones in the state museums –  Queensland Museum in 
Brisbane has the largest complete dinosaur bone found in Australia, 
a 1.5m humerus – but the best prehistoric experiences involve going 
where those alluring denizens of long ago were uncovered.

The western Queensland towns of Richmond, Hughenden and 
Winton form the Dinosaur Trail, a 500km triangle of terrain that 
provides a premium peep into our outback’s semi-submarine prehis-
tory. Some of the biggest bones ever to wander this wide brown land 
hail from these parts and a rich haul of marine fossils has surfaced 
where the dinosaur-era Eromanga Sea once thrived. 

South of Winton, the parched landscape of Lark Quarry offers 
dramatic evidence that it was once a popular dinosaur stamping 
ground, with attractive water views. The environs of Richmond, sited 
on the dead seabed, have some of Australia’s best fossil fossicking. 

Fast-forward into more recent prehistory – you’ll find dinosaurs 
have dipped out, but giant marsupials abound: marsupial lions, 
flesh-eating kangaroos and diprotodons (think hippo-sized wombats). 
Hop over to Mount Isa, Naracoorte Caves and other outback locales, 
where the remains of those days reign anew as tourist attractions. 
Some megafauna, such as diprotodons, were at home among the gum 
trees as little as 10,000 years ago. But if diving into a deeper past 
beckons, a drive to Canowindra (central NSW) will reveal what ruled 
our world 360 million years ago, when planet earth was little more 
than a giant fish tank.

QUEENSLAND
KRONOSAURUS KORNER
Flinders Highway, Richmond.
kronosauruskorner.com.au
A mainly marine fossil museum 
named for its 13m showpiece, 
the largest known marine 
reptile species. Also has the 
world’s biggest fossil squid, 
a well-preserved crocodile-
like pliosaur found on a local 
cattle run, a 10m long-necked 
plesiosaur and Minmi, an 
ankylosaurus dinosaur fossil 
retaining traces of skin. Pick up 

a guide to picking up some real 
fossils at free fossicking sites. 
Shells, fishbones and shark 
teeth are common finds.

AUSTRALIAN AGE OF 
DINOSAURS MUSEUM
Corfield & Fitzmaurice 
Building, Winton. 
(07) 4657 1486. australian
ageofdinosaurs.com
Fossils in this Heritage-listed 
ex-general store include bones 
of Elliot, an 18m sauropod 
found locally in 1999 – 

Australia’s largest dinosaur 
until two 25m titanosaurs got 
the official nod in May. On two 
annual digs (June/July, early 
September) volunteers unearth 
the past under expert guidance. 
Closed Christmas to March.

LARK QUARRY
www.larkquarry.com.au
Ninety-five million years ago 
a big carnivore bushwhacked 
about 150 smaller dinosaurs 
by a lake. They fled for their 
lives, leaving more than 3000 

footprints to tell the tale. 
Arguably the best-preserved 
dinosaur tracks in the world, 
they are visible from an 
elevated path at Lark Quarry 
conservation park, 110km 
south-west of Winton.

FLINDERS DISCOVERY CENTRE
37 Gray Street, Hughenden.
(07) 4741 1021. 
www.flinders.qld.gov.au 
It’s been a long time between 
drinks for Hughie. A 7m 
Muttaburrasaurus langdoni,   

Viewing dinosaur 
tracks at Lark 
Quarry, outback 
Queensland 
(above)

That’s one small 
step for a man, 
and a rather 
larger step for 
a Lark Quarry 
carnivore (left)
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his replica – Mutt – stands 
outside the Grand Hotel, and 
a full skeletal cast inside the 
Flinders Discovery Centre, 
where an interactive 3D-model 
shows how nearby (well, 60km 
away) Porcupine Gorge was 
formed millions of years ago. 

RIVERSLEIGH FOSSILS CENTRE
19 Marian Street, Mount Isa.
www.riversleigh.qld.gov.au 
Way before it was cattle 
country, Riversleigh had 
fangaroos (alarmingly 
toothsome skippies) in the top 
paddock. This World Heritage-
listed area 250km north-west 
of Mount Isa has about 250 
fossil sites over its 100 square 
kilometres, mostly of Miocene 
times (15-20 million years ago), 
when the pecking order was 
topped by Bullockornis birds, 
2.5m carnivorous geese-like 
monsters dubbed the “demon 
ducks of doom”. Dioramas in 
the Mount Isa centre resurrect 
extinct Riversleigh habitats 
and creatures. When the thrill 
of an animatronic tapir-like 
Palorchestes slugging it out 
with a giant croc is gone, the 
fossil treatment lab offers 
a more sedate spectacle – 
palaeontologists picking 
over the latest local finds.

NEW SOUTH WALES
AUSTRALIAN FOSSIL 
& MINERAL MUSEUM
224 Howick Street, Bathurst. 
(02) 6331 5511. www.
somervillecollection.com.au
Opalised fossils (where opal 
has replaced fossil material) are 
only found in Australia. Check 
out a comprehensive sample 
here, along with Australia’s 
only complete Tyrannosaurus 
rex skeleton and the nation’s 
best set of fossil dinosaur 
eggs and fossils in amber.

FOSSILS AUSTRALIA

AGE OF FISHES MUSEUM
Gaskill & Ferguson 
Streets, Canowindra. 
(02) 6344 1008.
www.ageoffishes.org.au
The ones that thought they’d 
got away – only to be fished 
from rock slabs 360 million 
years later, accidentally 
exposed during roadworks. 
Canowindra’s fossil beds have 
yielded thousands of extinct 
freshwater fish: armoured 
placoderms, air-breathing 
sarcopterygians and early 
lungfish; many are previously 

unknown species. A unique 
close-up look at the distant 
Devonian Period.

SOUTH AUSTRALIA
WONAMBI FOSSIL CENTRE
Naracoorte Caves.
(08) 8762 2340. www.
naracoortecaves.sa.gov.au 
Half a million years’ worth 
of extinct animal lies in this 
limestone larder. The fossil 
centre re-creates local habitats 
dating back 200,000 years. 
Alongside real fossils, dioramas 
depict life-size diprotodons, 

marsupial lions and other 
long-gone Australian residents. 

WESTERN AUSTRALIA
DINOSAUR TRACK
Gantheaume Point,
6km south-west of Broome. 
Real dino footwork is visible at 
low tide; plaster cast replicas 
are set into rocks at the clifftop. 
Other footprints exist along 
80km of nearby coast, but this 
site is the most accessible.

NORTHERN 
TERRITORY
MUSEUM OF CENTRAL 
AUSTRALIA
Larapinta Drive, Alice Springs.
(08) 8951 1121.
Megafauna from the Red 
Centre’s Alcoota dig stand 
tall amid fossils, minerals and 
meteorites – especially the 
Stirton’s Thunder Bird, 3m high 
and the heaviest bird of all time 
(up to 500kg). Located 200km 
north-east of Alice Springs, 
Alcoota has turned up more 
species of thunder birds than 
any other fossil bed. �

Plesiosaurs 
still hang out 
at Richmond’s 
Kronosaurus 
Korner

Mutt guards 
the Grand at 
Hughenden

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
Y
: T

O
U

R
IS

M
 Q

U
E
E
N

S
L
A

N
D

qa0607Fossils.indd   80qa0607Fossils.indd   80 11/05/2007   6:05:10 PM11/05/2007   6:05:10 PM


