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Mungo National Park.





Sunday 5th May was a free day on the Mildura Safari so Margo & George Shiels made the most of it by taking a tour to the Mungo National Park. This is Margo's account of that day. Ed.





We were picked up by the tours 4WD at 8.00am. A German family of 3 were the only other passengers. Our driver/host was Tom Evans who had conducted an outback safari programmes on TV a few years earlier.





The Murray River divides New South Wales from Victoria at Mildura, and the NSW Government has authority over the river. Without its water, Mildura would be the mallee desert country that it was. Once past the Mildura Irrigation Scheme, the country is dry and scrubby. ("Mallee" - Aboriginal word for the spindly eucalypt trees that grew in the area).





Once off the bitumen heading north-east to Willandra Lakes, the only gravelly road was rough. We rattled, bounced, swayed from side to side, up and down, but managed to stay on the road. There was cleared and ploughed ground ready to plant with wheat as soon as there was enough rain, but sometimes it was a two year wait for a substantial rainfall. 


We stopped at a dense mallee scrub where Tom gave us an interesting talk on the various trees and shrubs and their uses. The seeds of the Emu-bush needed to go through the digestive system of the emu to be broken down enough to germinate. The salt bush and the blue bush were food for cattle and sheep. The onion weed was a pest, tainting the butchered meat of cattle and sheep. The country could survive in drought years on 1 sheep per 10 acres. With all the dams built on properties by the graziers, the kangaroo population has exploded over the past thirty years. Only kangaroo shooters with licences are allowed to kill a limited amount.





We reached the Mungo National Park. Mungo was named after a Scottish saint by the two Scottish settlers who farmed this district in the early 1800s. The Willandra Lakes System (a series of seven) was formed in the pre-historic times and the shores were inhabited by aboriginal tribes. The deep depressions are there, and the sand and clay walls surrounding two-thirds of the area are called "The Wall of China". They were formed by the winds in the Ice Age and the drying up of the lake beds.





The German tourists were disappointed they did not see kangaroos hopping everywhere. Tom mentioned that they were nocturnal and would be asleep under the low bushes, so he kept his finger on the horn of his car, and we were surprised how many kangaroos hopped up or even just put their heads above the low bushes. Even a flock of emus were startled into running across the road.





We travelled to the sandy-clay ridge called the Walls of China. In the early 1800s Chinese labourers were employed in building the MungoPark Woolshed in the park area which was a working sheep station, and they named it after the Great Wall of China in northern China. It was in these dunes that the skeletons of the Mungo man and woman were discovered, the former being thought to be over 60,000 years old. and the latter between 26,000 - 30,000 years.





We walked to the top of one section with its wind-sculptured forms, 300 metres across. Tom pointed out the damage to the environment done by too many tourists and too little ranger control to this world heritage site. We drove back across the dry lakes to the Park Centre and inspected the unique original timber woolshed built by the Chinese labour in 1869. The slotted wood floor of this large shed was built to let the sheep droppings through. The walls were made from narrow tree trunks, placed between two posts, and tied together. The air space was irregular; so that circulated air came in irregular waves so as not to blow anything away, yet it kept the place cool. Even on the hottest day it stayed a cool shed. It was a working shed until the 1950s, when the government took it over as a heritage site. Unfortunately vandals are gradually damaging the place.


We ended the day with a BBQ dinner at the Grand Hotel. A pleasant time.
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