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A Visit to Coober Pedy by John Burridge.





I thought readers of the Courier might be interested in a trip I did to Coober Pedy recently. A cobber of mine, Max Mitchell-Burden, with whom I have done a bit of overseas travelling, was with me. Max and I are both widowers and we thought we'd have a look at Coober Pedy which is a bit off the usual run. Max was a Lieut. with 15th Regiment of the 4th Division Artillery. His brother lost his life with Z Force in an aircraft accident in Borneo when the plane was landing for a planned raid.





We flew to Adelaide, and had one night there and caught the Ghan the next night. There are only two Ghans per week. It does not call at Coober Pedy but leaves you at the so-called Manguri Siding - except there is no siding there - nothing at all. We were supposed to reach that spot on the line at 2.30 in the morning but the Ghan left Adelaide one hour late and we were dropped off at 3.30 in the freezing cold. A four by four from our hotel was waiting for us and 45 minutes later we were at the Desert Cave Hotel. Manguri is 45k west of Coober. The modern Ghan is very comfortable even though we were in sit-up seats and the journey takes 12 hours. They have a dining car and lounge and the tucker's not bad. The bloke who picked us up was Peter Rowe, a long time resident of Coober, and has a finger in most pies in the district. He does the mail run to all the local stations, has an underground pottery shop, and organises the many tourist trips around the town and the general area.





We had 10 days in Coober Pedy, which most people thought was far too long, but we wanted to have a good look at the outback. Coober Pedy has a population of 3500 of which 350 are aboriginals. In strict translation from their lingo it means "uninitiated man's burrow" but is loosely translated as "white man digging holes".


The aborigines will not work underground as it is against their traditional beliefs of the sanctity of the earth. They are happy to work a winch for example on the ground but won't go down the mines and of course do not live underground as the bulk of the town's residents do. This living underground is very sensible, as the summer temperatures are frightening. The record heat was 52o in the shade at 11 o'clock one morning. At this time of the year the days are pleasantly warm unless the winds start. These come from all quarters and when they start it is very very cold.


Living underground means that no matter how harsh the climate is outside the rooms maintain a temperature of between 23o C to 25o C day and night. We saw a great range of underground houses from small pretty rough "caves" to modern houses with all the luxuries required. Max and I had 6 days underground at the hotel and 4 days above ground. After 3 days underground we would have happily moved up but it could not be arranged, it was not that either of us is claustrophobic but just that you miss the sun coming through the widows.





There are 47 different nationalities in Coober. They stick to themselves in the main but there is no record of any strife between them. Most have their own clubs and gather together whenever possible. A good example is given by the Serbian Club. There are less than 50 Serbs in Coober but over four years these folk dug out and fashioned a most beautiful church. If it were above ground it would be magnificent but hewn out of rock up to 20 feet deep it is truly inspirational.





We did every trip available and saw just about everything there was to see. The only one we didn't do was a light plane trip over Lake Eyre. Whereas last year there was plenty of water in it, today it is bone dry. We saw the outskirts of the lake on the "mail run". This takes you to all the neighbouring stations delivering and picking up mail. From Coober you drive east about 200k to William Creek on the edge of Lake Eyre. William has a population of 25 but boasts a pub! Of course we had a couple there. You then head northwest to Oodnadatta about 220k.


Oodnadatta is a sad place. Early last century it was a rollicking railhead thronged with drovers, cameleers, goldminers, and aborigines. Today there are barely 130 people living there of whom 70% are aboriginal.


In the truck I called out to Peter Rowe who was driving. "What does Oodnadatta mean?". He replied " I knew someone would ask me that. I haven't got a clue!"


He made amends when we got home and replied "It means the blossoming of the Mulga".


The last leg is from Oodna back to Coober Pedy, another 200k.





Other trips we did took in "noodling" for opals (we didn't get any), an underground Catholic Church, working opal mines, a visit to the "Old Timers Opal Mine", visits to a number of underground houses and a visit to "Crocodile Harry's joint". Harry is a 77 year old Latvian who came to Darwin hunting crocodiles before migrating down to Coober. He has quite an enormous mine of connecting horizontal shafts, many of them ornamented with rather rude carvings. Harry has two weaknesses - booze and women. He is a terrible drunkard and is currently blackballed from every licensed place in Coober (and there are many). In his heyday he used to shove handfuls of banknotes down every bosom who would let him. He was definitely not a nice character when on the booze. I sat down and had ten minutes chat with the old bloke and it was rather sad. He is a bit crook at the moment and off the grog, but spoke wistfully about the old days. It was a bit pathetic.





I should have mentioned earlier that very few opals are found more than 25 metres under the ground. Anyone on paying a fee can get a license to dig over an area of 50 metres by 50 metres, or at the most 50 metres by 100 metres. These two limitations explain why there is no BHP or other big mining companies in Coober. Apart from that the Council is adamant that it will remain a mining area for the individual only.





The areas, which have been and are currently being mined, are like a moonscape. Thousands upon thousands of little mines cover the landscape with their respective mounds of excavated earth beside them. Miners do not have to fill back the excavation hole when leaving for two reasons. Firstly he might wish to recommence by digging out horizontal shafts in other directions. Secondly, if holes were filled up with loose earth when abandoned some poor chap 50 metres away might dig a shaft in that direction and get killed by the falling debris from the loose filled hole.


Everyone of course is warned to keep away from these areas at night. There are stories that a few skeletons can be found down certain holes.   





Peter Rowe said to us one day "You blokes ought to go out to the rodeo at Mt. Barry Station, 120 k from Coober. They have cattle drafting, calf handling, buckjumping and plenty more." We said, "Sure, but how do we get there?" He said "I'll take you but I don't know how you'll get home. I'll be taking my swag and will have quite a few before turning in." Anyway we went there and it was perhaps our best day in Coober. All the cattle business was in the ways used long ago, but are preserved in these rodeos and it is really great fun. There was an enormous barbecue afterwards and luckily we met up with a teetotal couple who wanted to go back to Coober right after the barbecue.


Sadly there is talk that there will be no more rodeos. Public liability insurance is killing them.





On another occasion we learned that the owners of Evelyn Downs Station west of Alice Springs main road were to start taking passengers on their mail run. Max and I were the first two customers. We caught the Alice Springs bus at Coober Pedy and got off at Cadney 160k north of Coober. Andrew Lockyer, son of the owner, picked us up and took us on his mail run and, most importantly, to see the Painted Desert As part of the Lake Eyre basin, Evelyn Downs is traversed by countless creeks that have worn through weathered sediments forming deeply eroded cliffs and ridges whose layers of multicoloured rock have taken on the hues of white, yellow, brown, orange, red and purple. Painted Desert it is called and it is an incredible sight the like of which Max and I had never before seen.





Coober Pedy is an experience I won't ever forget. If an opportunity arises don’t miss it. Max is 81 and I am 84. He has macular degeneration and doesn't see too well. I am half-deaf so we make a travelling team.





After our ten days in Coober we returned to Adelaide on the Ghan. We had three days there, visited Glenelg, Port Adelaide, and Victoria Harbour. On Sunday we watched Port Adelaide versus Adelaide. In South Australia they call it the "showdown" - not the "derby".


Then we missed by 24 hours the second Qantas strike in two weeks and landed happily back in Perth.


John Burridge.


                                                          00000


