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Sept. 7, 2010 ± Overland, Melbourne to Adelaide 
 
We left Lezli a note ± and an orange bill.   For those of you unfamiliar 
with Australian currency, that­s $50.  It was only the start in what we 
owed her for the crash space she had provided at Aussiecon 4, and at 
Hanging Rock.  In my note, for she was still asleep, it being very early, I 
promised/ threatened full repayment once we were back in America.   Out 
we went, leaving fandom behind ¤ we thought.   
 

The cabbie downstairs in the Crowne Plaza surprised us ± he refused to take us to the train station.  In the 
past ten days we­d grown used to Australians accommodating our every request, such is the generosity 
and friendliness of the antipodes, but he told us the terminal was so close we­d be better off walking.  And 
so, rolling our luggage behind us through the damp and puddly streets, we trekked to Melbourne­s trains.   
 
Our vehicle this day was the Overland, running from Melbourne to Adelaide.  Rosy cracked that, as we 
had chocolate in the shape of frogs in our pockets ± souvenirs of worldcon ± we were regular Harry 
Potters.  We found our assigned seats in the clean but old-fashioned car, greeted by a charming steward 
(she didn­t say ®stewardess¯), Nicky.  As we chugged off, I noted unfamiliar words and signs.  Out the 
window, at rail­s end: BAULK.   On the door to the WC: ®Please flush closet pot¯.  Rosy eyed the 
suburbs we passed through, thinking of the terrific (and badly-imitated, in America) Aussie sitcom, Kath 
& Kim .   
 
I­ve always loved trains.  Here­s why.  I napped, and awoke to beautiful sprawling farms, the silver silos 
tiny in the distance, and between us, fields on which ewes ± sheered and not ± strolled with their prancing 
lambs on the green, green grass and red, red dirt.  Every time I snoozed ± and there were several ± prettier 



scenery greeted me when I awoke.   The rains I­d so feared when contemplating our flights had obviously 
done the country good. 
 
Rosy enjoyed herself, too, stocking up on souvenirs ± pens, cupholders, a keychain with an emu insignia, 
just as we passed a house with a live emu studying us from its front yard.   White-winged birds rose in 
sudden flight; white sheep glowed against the hills.  Eventually the fields, greener than pool tables, gave 
way to a magnificent expanse of yellow flowers, canola ± Nicky told us on the intercom that its oil was an 
$82 million industry here, and that when grown the flowers reached 2/3 of a metre in height.   The oil is 
good for one­s heart; the color was good for one­s eyes.   
 
During our trip, I found I­d accidentally thrown away a bookmark Rosy liked ± she thought she­d lost it 
and was feeling foolish.  I found it in the trash.  I hope the Aussies appreciated what I was doing for my 
wife and didn­t think me as insane as I felt.  Later, when la belle produced a couple of American dollars 
we hadn­t exchanged for Australian currency, I was surprised at how strange our money looked.   
 
The floods we­d seen in the news had taken their toll: at Glen Orby we passed lakes where fields should 
be, and I wondered in horror if that was a drowned sheep I saw in a muddy ditch.  But the towns we 
passed seemed small burbs ± like everything else seen downunder, a little simpler but somehow cleaner 
than their American counterparts, the red building with ®HARRY POTTER WAS HERE¯ graffiti on its 
wall notwithstanding.   ®That­s Mount Difficult in the distance,¯ Nicky told us.   Loved the name. 
 
The people we saw from our moving window were just folks, living life: a fellow walking his dog, a 
pregnant woman being greeted by other ladies, kids waving ± the mystery and communion of other lives.  
But they seemed so happy.  I made a note: Australia is the way people ought to be and ought to live.  (Of 
course, later on a kid mooned us.) 
 
We passed over the Murray Bridge, built in 1879, going through a famous zoological preserve, looking 
for its famous giraffes and ®American bison.¯  Gum trees adorned rocky hills, and black-faced sheep 
shared pasture space with black cows.  Another strange sign appeared as we churned along: DO NOT 
TAMP TUNNEL.  As sunset approached, the tracks ran into thick forest, and deep valleys, interrupted 
here and there by funky houses.  We were warned to set our watches back half an hour. 
 
It dawned on me that we were approaching Adelaide and had no place to stay when we got there.  I 
bugged Nicky and the other train staff for help; our steward hit her cellphone and soon we had a room 
booked ± on Hindley Street.  A collegiate in a nearby seat guffawed, ®That­s the red light district!¯  Well, 
twerp, it was also about the only thing available ¤ and we­d only be there overnight ¤ 
 
AND, said Roman Orszanzki, it was the very hotel where Australia­s National SF Convention had been 
held.  Our thoughts that we had left the worldcon behind were proven false.  Roman, who had been at the 
Fan-Eds­ Feast, not only met us at Adelaide­s pleasant train station, but Mike Ward and Karen Schaeffer 
as well.  Worldcon was not over; it simply rode ahead of us on the train. 
 
Roman cabbed with us downtown, describing Adelaide as we went.  It sounds like an amazing city, 
academic and creative, and we regretted having but one night to spend there.  Our hotel was indeed quite 
nice, but we saw the train dweeb­s point; it was right next door to an establishment called Club X ¤ for a 
reason.   
 



Closing our eyes to such sinful horrors, we checked into the hotel and walked with Roman down the 
street to his favorite Lebanese restaurant, where we surrendered ourselves to his judgment and let him 
order.  As the halva and falafel and lamb came forward ± and some truly delicious hummus, reminding us 
of that served at the Babylon Café in New Orleans ± Roman talked of Australian politics from a lefty­s 
point of view.  A schoolmate of Julia Gillard, the female prime minister ± the election had resolved itself, 
sorta, during worldcon ± he spoke of a controversial uranium mine and the efforts of the radio station he 
worked for to block it.  I found Orszanski­s fanzine Silk and Straw among those I picked up at the con, 
and like our dinner, it put a sharp and politically passionate mind on display.  It was a pleasant evening, 
and the fact that a friend of such a fella could rise to the pinnacle of Australian politics was, for me, 
another feather in the country­s cap.   
 

Sept. 8, 2010 ± Aboard the Ghan 
 
We met Roman the next morning for breakfast, after checking my e-mail and finding that the argument 
and outrage over the Fanzine Hugo still broiled on fictionmags.com.  Alice Springs, our destination for 
the next few, was said to be warm.  24 is warm, isn­t it?  Anyway, after watching another delightful 
episode of  The WotWots and familiar footage of a German girls­ rugby team ®singing¯ their national 
anthem (that match had played several times before), we wandered down the street to a famous pancake 
establishment and there supped on delicious and fattening fare.  A proud fan of my country­s cartoonists, 
I was happy to see Dagwood and Garfield comic strips on the walls.  
 
Said Roman, ®The multi-cultural project that is Australia is going reasonably well.¯  I wish I felt so 
optimistic about the multi-cultural experiment that is America. 
 
We visited a mini-mall to buy pens and mail postcards, and said farewell to Roman, who was off to fight 
the good fight.  My notes read, CON ENDS.  But I­d been wrong about that before ¤ 
 
At the charming Keswick train station (how I­d worried about finding it, when looking it up back in  
Shreveport) Rosy checked with a sweet lady from Traveler­s Aid, who reserved us a hotel room in Alice 
Springs and informed our outback tour of where we would be staying.   Thank you, Maureen!  We bought 
up the gift shop; I added tiny pins of an Arab on camelback to my stash of stuff for the ladies at my office.  
Arabs on camelback were appropriate, for such was the source of the name of the next train we were to 
ride: the Ghan. 
 
These reservations had been the first I­d committed to when securing the trip, and I looked forward to it.  
Like I say, I­ve always liked riding by train ± and our seats were a bargain.  Though we were ensconced 
in the last seats of the last car on the famous train, they were relatively comfy, and the upgrade to a 
private cabin, when investigated, proved not to be worth it.  The roomettes seemed claustrophobic and we 
could only see out of one side of the train.  Prepping to leave, I eyed a line of palm trees in the distance 
and imagined they formed the silhouette of a camel.   We were underway. 
 
And again, the green fields stretched seemingly to eternity, the canola yellow glowed like gold ± I­d never 
seen a color like that in nature. 
 
Slowly the land changed around us.  Abandoned homesteads appeared here and there, the sign of old 
droughts.  No problem with drought this year.  At Port Perry we passed the sky-tickling smokestack of a 
lead smelter, and by the side of the tracks, as we paused, a gorgeous karrowang ± magpie to us ± lit and 
pecked at the soil before taking flight again.   



 
Mountains appeared ahead.  Light sifted through the clouds onto cliffs.  The turf became more scrubby 
and desertlike.  Aboard the train, I saw my first aborigine of the trip, wearing a Nike sweatshirt and 
staring stonily out the window.  Strong-looking man; I wondered if he felt at ease.   As we pulled into 
Port Augusta, past houses that seemed prefabricated, I read a graffito ± BUSH MECHANICALS, 
apparently a gang ± and a wiseacre teenager by the tracks dropped trou and mooned us.  That­s the spirit!   
The entire car howled with glee.  At the station, where we tarried for a bit, some of our fellow Red 
Economy passengers tried to look into the windows of the Gold Class cars, and I found a plaque honoring 
®the turning of the first sod at Port Augusta¯.  *ahem*  TMI there, Port Augusta.  
 
Moving again, we ate in the club car, noting the quick, pretty sunset on the horizon.  The buttes were 
silhouetted in night­s deepest purple.  We rented a portable video player and watched, of all things, The 
Hangover.   How charmingly America asserts itself to the world.  Outside all was darkness.  Rosy 
followed our progress on her I-Pod, but neither there nor out the window could we see any towns ... only 
very infrequent headlights.  I remembered my youthful wonder at such isolate lights, when my family 
crossed the American deserts on old Route 66.  An ocean and a lifetime away, I still found myself 
wondering, who were they?  where had they come from?  where were they going?    
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sept. 9, 2010 ± The Alice 
 
My notes are incoherent.  ®restless night sporadic sleep before dawn (?) pools trees scrubs PA¯   I imagine 
this last entry was not a reference to the Keystone State but to the train­s intercom, waking us to our new 
day.  Outside, in the dawning light, wildflowers ± the most I­d seen in ten years.  This was the outback?  
It was so ¤ verdant!  Someone told us that the region had seen more rain of late than it had seen in ten 
years.  As we passed the border between South Australia and the Northern Territory, I eyed the overcast 
and worried we­d never see clear skies. 
 
This would be a blow.  There are a million reasons for an American to visit the Antipodes and the stars 
are several thousand of them.  They­re different, you see, wonderfully so, and you can see goodies in the 
heavens unknown to the Northern Hemisphere.  The Magellanic Clouds, for instance, which have special 
cool ± they­re actual galaxies, satellites of the Milky Way; of the stuff people can see with their unaided 
eye, only Andromeda is further away.  And there are the Southern constellations ± the Centaur and the 
Southern Cross ± which I was anxious to gaze upon again.  Especially the latter.  When we­d been 
downunder in 2003 I­d looked at the Centaur blazing in the firmament and thought it to be Crux ± the 
Southern Cross ± only to find later that I was wrong.  I had personal reasons for wanting to look on the 
Cross and know that I was looking on it, and if clouds prevented it, one great reason for making this trip 
was ruined. 
 
 



 

THE GHAN  



The turf became more desolate.  We passed the Iron Man statue erected by railroad workers to celebrate 
the millionth cross tie laid on the line, and rode over the Finke River Bridge.  The Finke River seemed to 
be little more than a giant mud flat, but the PA told us the Finke Gobi Fish lives there ± and nowhere else.  
Lives in what, I wondered.  Someone shouted that they­d spotted a ¬roo.  Rosy saw him, out amidst the 
brush and trees, but I couldn­t.  La belle polished off the novel she was reading and returned to a freebie 
anthology we­d been given at the con, and we yammered a bit with a fellow American, a female dog 
show judge from New Jersey who raised terriers and dachshunds.  Again I missed our yorkies, and 
wondered how our lovely young housesitter Karen was faring. 
 
The shadow of an eagle crossed the tracks.   
 
Civilization, at long last, announced itself: a wrecked car by trackside, covered in graffiti.  Our train 
stopped, awaiting the southbound Ghan.  It took an hour for it to make its way past.  While we waited, the 
intercom told us more about Alice Springs, the town we approached, and how it owed its very existence 
to the Ghan line.  We chugged on in, passing an old drive-in and ± no escaping them ± a K-Mart.  And 
then we were there. 
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That night, Rosy told me she loved Alice Springs.  ®It finally feels like we are someplace,¯ she said, and 
if you don­t get what she meant, a husbandly translation:  Melbourne impressed us more as a big city this 
time than last, when the beauty of its antique downtown was so striking; now, only when we visited the 
Hiltons­ charming abode did we get past the gigantic convention centre and rambling casino/mall to the 
human stratum underneath.  We didn­t see enough of Adelaide ± a hotel room, two restaurants, a mini-
mall and the sidewalk in front of a strip club ± to catch on to its qualities.  And of course, trains are trains.  
But Alice Springs is a town ± A Town Called Alice ± and there, especially, we felt the Aussie character. 
 
(For instance, just writing about it I find myself whistling ®Among the Gum Trees¯.  But I­m getting 
ahead of myself.)  
 
When we disembarked from the Ghan we found ourselves at the back of a long queue ± wonderful word ± 
waiting for one of the town­s three taxis to arrive.  The one pay phone in the terminal was jammed (but 
I­m not complaining; when I hit the coin return several dollars­ worth of Australian metal poured into my 
palm).  The stationmaster called us a private hire car, and he conveyed us to our hotel, quite nice.  Rosy­s 
I-Pad still had troubles connecting with the internet ± she despaired of getting her classwork finished.   
 
Once unpacked, we sought lunch, and I knew where I wanted us to go.  When I­d talked about our Alice 
plans on SouthernFandomClassics, one of the list­s stalwarts had practically ordered me to seek out 
Bojangles Saloon and Dining Room, which was ± self-evidently ± world-famous.  I mentioned this to the 
front desk clerk and asked for a cab.  ®Why?¯ he rejoined.  ®It­s two blocks away!¯ 
 
So we walked there ± a stroll we would take a dozen times or more in our time in ®the Alice¯.  Across the 
street a striated hillock rose.  Down a ways a bridge crossed a dry river bed.  Past a roundabout (a much 
simpler, faster, and more efficient way to handle cross traffic than stoplights, we thought) across some 
gravel, between a small park and the Civic Centre (there was the library I also wanted to visit), and there 
we were.  Look it up on line; you can see what­s going on Right Now if you wish. 
 



At first I thought Bojangles, though it promised ®true territory tucker,¯ was just another tourist trap 
decorated with artificial funk, old photos and framed newspapers on the walls, a model train choochooing 
around the ceiling, an old typewriter in a glass case, street signs on the wall (in the bathroom, a baffler ± 
DANGER: REMOTE BOGGING).  But we were there (chatting with a couple of California teeners ± was 

I that cute when I was their age? No) so we ordered.  My opinion of 
Bojangles did a strong 180. 
 
Best hamburger I­ve ever had in my life.  Part of it may have been the 
outré condiments ± bean sprouts and a fried egg; hello, Mr. 
Cholesterol ± but I think it was the beef.  Horrible though it sounds to 
say it, I swear it was so fresh that only hours had passed since it had 

been mooing.   (YIHHH!  No wonder Rosy eschews red meat.) 
 
Sated, we walked back to the hotel.  Down in the riverbed a few aborigine guys laughed and passed a 
bottle around.  Above, I could actually see a bit of clear sky ± Jupiter and Orion familiar from home, but 
indeed, there shone the Centaur (not sure yet about the Southern Cross).  Yes, we were someplace, all 
right.   
 

Sept. 10, 2010 ± More of the Alice 
 
We further explored that someplace the next day, wandering a block or two from the Civic Centre to have 
breakfast at a sidewalk café ± eggs benedict, salmon for her, ham for me ± and purchase gear for our 
outback excursion.  This tour had been one of my projects back in Louisiana.  Comparing the many 
expeditions available, I had chosen WayOutBack, a three day camping trip which promised glorious 
views of the Southern sky, up-close exposure to wildlife, in short the real Australia.  It sounded just like 
the experience Rosy wanted in 2003.  Of course, I hedged my bets and asked for tents in addition to 
sleeping bags, and therefore felt nice and secure, more the fool I. 
 
We still had stuff to buy ± water bottles, bug repellant and the like ± and found the lot at The Last Dingo, 
a nifty outdoorsman­s shop on the mall.  Down the way we raided a terrific bookstore, featuring loads of 
fine historical stuff (Rosy bought her father a book about Australia­s tie with NASA: the famous Dish) 
and DVDs of rare Aussie flicks.  I nearly wept.  The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith and My Brilliant Career 
and Heat Wave (the latter two starring Judy Davis, who can beat me to death any time she wants).  Since 
DVDs from downunder allegedly don­t play on American machines, I had to turn aside.  Distraught, I 
bought a calendar of aboriginal art for my supervisor back home, regarded with wary sympathy and 
solemn intelligence by a baby girl in a stroller.  Outside, an aboriginal toddler bounced a balloon on her 
knuckles. 
 
My researches into Alice Springs had alerted me to the Public Library, promising an impressive garden 
and exhibit devoted to Nevil Shute, the author of On the Beach and A Town Called Alice ± which dealt 
with Alice Springs, of course.  We accosted a lawn attendant to ask directions. 
 
®Americans, ¬ey?  Not from Florida, are you?¯  Well, yes, in Rosy­s case.  Why?  Turned out this bloke 
had heard about the psychotic minister from the Sunshine State who was threatening to burn Korans to 
protest the Muslim Community Center planned for Manhattan.  Such idiocy bugged him to his heart.  We 
assured him that it offended us, too.  ®Louisiana, ¬eh?  I hitch-hiked there.  Gawt picked up by a blawnde 
gull.  Said ¬You ain­t gonna kill  me, are you?­  ¬Noooo!­  Library?  Raight there,¯ indicating a building 
raight ± uhh, right behind us. 



What a marvelous people.  I, on the other hand, was an ugly American ± as I proved.  Gathered in a 
doorway by the library was a group of aborigines ± painting.   Making ®genuine aboriginal art¯ for the 
tourists, y­see.  Said I to myself, that would make a great photo.   I was polite enough to ask.  ®No!¯ they 
replied.  Then I really blew it.  I held up some money.  ®No!¯ they still said.    
 
I slunk away, chastened.  I felt like I­d pissed on those people.  Insulted their entire heritage.  What a 
stupid gringo asshole.  And here I was taking my wife into the outback over the next three days ¤ the 
outback, and the Dreamtime. 
 
Like I said, the guidebooks I­d read in planning this trip had made a big deal about the Alice Springs 
library and its Nevil Shute Memorial Garden.  The library was pleasant enough, but the Shute garden was 
just a tiny yard decorated with a tinier sundial and its exhibit was nothing more than a few first editions 
and photos in a glass case.  Not much, but enough to convince Rosy to get a copy of A Town Like Alice 
to read on our tour.    
 
We ran past the local Woolworth­s ± they still have ®Woolie­s¯ downunder ± to pick up more camping 
stuff.  It reminded me of Target in the U.S.  (Target in Australia is a clothing store.)  Our lunch was yet 
another seafood pizza; la belle had had her fill of such back in Melbourne and decided she hated them.  
Perhaps we­d have better luck with dinner; we stopped off at the second famous eatery in the Alice ± 
Overlanders Steakhouse ± and made reservations for later.   
 
Walking back to the hotel, we found a mini-festival in progress in the park by the library.  A band was set 
up in the back of a Carnival-type float and kids gathered in Halloween-ish costumes.  The aborigines I­d 
seen before wandered through the crowd, selling their artwork; 
now I got it.  I wondered what was being celebrated.  Back at the 
hotel, I did laundry, reading on in the James Herbert novel I­d 
bought ¬way back in Woodend.    
 
The night came on, and we took our walk across the river again.  
It was relatively clear.  A Cheshire Cat moon and Jupiter ± or 
was it Venus? ± shared sky space with the Centaur.  Into the 
Overlanders we went.  Outback dăcor: saddles, ¬roo skins, 
cricket memorabilia, movie posters, like that for A Town Like 
Alice.  The waitress gave us a square of particle board ®for later¯ 
± and placed a tiny American flag on our table. It looked so alien 
after almost two weeks abroad.   We saw flags from Canada and 
southern Aussie states.  The blonde couple on the other side got a 
blue pennant with a white cross: Norway.  The long table next to 
us got a French tricolor; a lady translated the menu for the 
tourists gathered there.  On the menu, all kinds of goodies, 
including Kangaroo Mignon, Crocodile Mignon, Camel Mignon, 
Emu Mignon.  Well.  Rosy had a chicken dish; I had Surf­n­Turf.   
 
The purpose of the waffle boards soon became evident.  As 8 o­clock came around we were ordered to 
our feet and to take the boards in hand.   (Rosy demurred.)  A waiter commanded all to wiggle them in 
time to the recording that began to play: ®Tie Me Kangaroo Down¯.  A horrendous happy din ensued. But 
that was nothing.  The waiter wanted his customers to dance.   Or rather, to hop, like kangaroos, while 



another recording played.  I didn­t dance ± neither did Rosy ± but plenty did.  Our waiter said that every 
child in Australia knew the song ± ®Among the Gum Trees¯. 

I've been around the world  

A couple of times or maybe more  

I've seen the sights, I've had delights  

On every foreign shore  

But when my mates all ask me  

The place that I adore  

I tell them right  away  

Give me a home among the gumtrees  

With lots of plum trees  

A sheep or two, a k -kangaroo  

A clothesline out the back  

Verandah out the front  
And an old rocking chair  

You can see me in the kitchen  

Cooking up a roast  

Or Vegemite on toast  

Just you and me, a  cup pa tea  

And later on, we'll settle down  

And go out on the porch  
And watch the possums play  

There's a Safeways up the corner  

And a Woolies down the street  

And a brand new place they've opened up  

Where they regulate the heat  

But I'd trade them all tomorr ow  

For a little bush retreat  
Where the kookaburras call  

Some people like their houses  

With fences all around  

Others live in mansions  

And some beneath the ground  

But me I like the bush you know  

With rabbits running round  

And a pumpkin vine out the back  

Giv e me a home among the gumtrees  

With lots of plum trees  

A sheep or two, a k -kangaroo  

A clothesline out the back  

Verandah out the front  
And an old rocking chair  

The food, when it showed, was scrumptious ï but somehow unnecessary.  This was already 2010ôs Meal 

of the Year. 



On our way back an aborigine man approached me.  I had seen him before, wandering through the people 

gathered for the little festival, selling little paintings ï the same Iôd seen his people creating in the 

doorway.  Here was a way to make amends.  Perhaps win back the karma Iôd botched from the 

Dreamtime.  He held up a pretty abstract, 7 by 14, canvas, looking like a feather.  ñTen dollars.ò  I gave 

him ten dollars. ñFifteen dollars,ò he said.  ñYou told me ten.ò  He shrugged and turned away.  I took my 

painting.     

Sept. 11, 2010 ± Into the Outback 
 
6AM.  We waited in the chill, Orion high in the zenith, to the song of the butcher bird.  Except for small 
carrying bags, our luggage was stored in an anteroom behind the hotel desk.  Our bus pulled up, a small 
20-person vehicle, trailer in tow.  Adam got out.   
 
Our guide with WayOutBack was a young man of 30, very muscular, his hair in dreadlocks, friendly, 
open, helpful, and patient ± the essence of Australia.  Little did the poor schnook know that he was 
meeting the biggest pain in the butt he would ever have as a client.   Blissfully unaware, he pitched our 
bags into his trailer and had us join the others in the mini-bus. 
 
®The others̄  ranged in age from college kids to German tourists and an English couple ± the wife laughed 
like a braying mare ± of middle age to folks even older than us.  (The collegiates seemed to be 
backpackers, a breed common to Australia.  Haven­t seen many such wanderers and explorers here in 
America; they­d probably get arrested and waterboarded as possible Al Qaeda or Democrats.)  Rosy and I 
crammed ourselves into the squishy seats and we were off into the Outback, green-i-fied of late by the 
heaviest rainfall the Northern Territory had seen in the last ten years.   
 
Adam played Aussie versions of American music ± instead of competing with ®fiddles¯ in their ®Devil 
Went Down to Georgia¯, Satan and the hero duelled on the didgeridoo.  It sounded a bit ¤ off.  Back in 
Melbourne we­d watched an Aussie cop show, obviously an imitation of one of ours ± The Closer or Law 
& Order SVU or somesuch, and it told.  There­s crime downunder ± the recent flick Animal Kingdom 
was powerful stuff ± and music, too.  Adam was better off when he played original Aussie material. 
 
Rosy soon discovered that she had left her camera in her luggage back at the hotel.  The thought of having 
to borrow mine really hurt her day, so I hoped we could find a point­n­shoot for me to use when we came 
to our first stop, a camel farm on the Stuart Highway.  True to its appellation, this place featured camels 
for riding ± ugly beasts ± an emu, tall as a man, wandering about, and a tame dingo named Azaria (after 
the baby in A Cry in the Dark), sitting quietly in the iron-reddened dirt.   This gentle little guy was a true 
dingo, we were told; you could tell by his white paws and the white tip on his tail.   They had kangaroos 
in pens; one carried a joey, its hooves sticking out of her pouch.   
 
But they had no cameras.  Nor were any for sale at our next stop, a cattle station near Mount Ebenezer.  
But they did offer a good range of aboriginal art ± including the mousepad which provides the cover to 
the first half of this report.   
 
We drove on, passing the famous ®Underwear Tree¯ at a meeting of two desert highways.  The whole tree 
seemed bedecked with colorful cloth.  While we drove Adam regaled us with the history of the land we 
crossed.  Our guide mentioned the feral cats and donkeys we might see.  A huge butte rose on the horizon, 
many miles away ± but it was not our destination.  Instead it was Mount Connor, where, said Adam, 



aborigines believe the ice devil Attila sat down ± thus its U-shape, mimicking the shape of a seated man, 
seen from above.   
 
After a while Adam swung the bus off the road and into the bush, his purpose the gathering of firewood.  
We were enlisted to help.  While others hauled lengths of dried acacia back to the bus, I fetched as many 
discarded cans as I could find ± some dark with ancient rust.  The flies were amazing; they breed­em for 
size down there.  Underway once more, we had not gone too far before a remarkable sight appeared on 
the horizon.  To some it suggests Homer Simpson­s silhouette, and I think they used it as such on the 
show: Kata Tjuta, ®Many Heads¯, another sacred place of nature and religion to the native people.  
 
Adam first took us to our campsite, a patch of red dirt in a compound of patches of red dirt surrounding a 
low central building, a combination latrine and shower facility.  He dumped our firewood and 
immediately got us back underway.  It was almost lunchtime.  We pulled up abreast of Uluru. 
 
This was the reason we had come to Australia, to see Ayers Rock, the humongous red boulder in the 
center of the desert.  While Adam set up sandwich materials and we made our lunch, we posed and 
photographed against the distant sandstone mountain.   Which was scarred, gouged, pock-marked, stream-
etched.  Through binoculars we could see mite-sized figures scampering atop it.  The 1,142-foot sides 
seemed sheer; I wondered how they got up there.   
 
I­d already decided not to join them.  I detest political correctness, but the aboriginal edict against 
climbing Uluru went far beyond P.C.­s usual trivial strictures.  For one thing, they ask you not to tromp 
over their sacred mountain, not command you, and unlike American political correctness their request 
isn­t enforced by annoying name-calling conformists.   I respected their rationale, that this enormous 
thing had historical, religious, and racial significance, and recognized that their request wasn­t based on 
temperamental whim.  Anyway, I wouldn­t do it.  But I would watch as the sun sneaked through the 
clouds and light swept sinuously over Uluru­s rugged sandstone.  It was, in an inadequate word, 
awesome.  And it got better. 

 
 
Up close, Uluru is a great looming presence, like a cathedral erected to the greater glory of God.  Can you 
blame the natives for seeing this blasted behemoth as a cathedral in place?   For here, according to the 
myths of the Anangu, the great creative spirits of Nature and the Dreamtime met and brought forth the 
world.  A great hollow hewn from Uluru­s sandstone side looked like a cave to us, but to the aborigines it 
was the pouch of an immortal wallaby; the waterfalls from the enormous cliffs ± active in this 
surprisingly wet season ± fell into a pretty pool, to us a beautiful spot of natural splendor, but to them a 
sacred site of manhood, Kantju.  (A golden-eyed blackbird lit on a branch near us and regarded us in 
solemn silence.)   
 



High on the rock we saw a rugged patch of what looks like a brain, to us; to them another animal from the 
Dreamtime, its eggs preserved as boulders higher than a dozen men.  Angles, perspectives, details, 
striations, colors ¤ everywhere you turn Uluru changes its face.  The rock paintings within the caves ±
preserved by applications of animal fat.  ®4¯ to the aborigines is bad, we learned; ®6¯ to the aborigines is 
good ± for reasons lost in the weave of myths that surround Uluru and make it the heart of the outback, 
the desert, the continent, the race.  It was a wonder, and walking about its base marked one of the great 
privileges of life.  I­m sure you­d feel the same. 
  
Unless, of course, you are an enlightened westerner, who sees the Dreamtime logically, as the 
superstitious fable of savages, a story created to explain existence by those unversed in the physics and 
geology in which we invest our faith, a faith that must be true because no other explanation can be tested 
and tried, a rational being of Today who knows that the stories of Uluru are properly viewed with superior 
tolerance and perhaps the slightest edge of mockery from we who look on Uluru and see nothing but a big 
red rock.   
 

gh 

 
From the sublime to the utterly ridiculous.  So went September 11, 2010.   
 
While we wandered about the base of Uluru ± and one or two of us assayed the chain-guided trek to its 
summit ± Adam, our noble guide, prepped dinner, a huge kangaroo steak by his side.  (Oh God, I said to 
myself; we­re eating Hullabaloo ¤)  As the overcast was moving in, our group opted for an early evening 
and returned to the campsite, where, using the firewood we­d gathered, Adam created a nice roaring fire.  
He also handed out the ®swags¯ and sleeping bags and put together the puptents for the two spoiled 
Americans among his charges ± Rosy and myself.  A word about those tents.  One was perfect, a 
handsome little canvas edifice in which one could feel secure against the elements and the tiny hopping 
mice that bounded and abounded in the area.  The other was twisted, whipped, spastic, defective.  Guess 
which of us got which?   
 
Still, everything was pleasant enough.  It began to drizzle but we were safe underneath a shelter ± 
everyone seemed to be writing in journals, and who could blame them on such a day ± and the kangaroo 
stew Adam cooked over the fire was very tasty.  Rosy ate some veggie concoction.  During a lull in the 
rain we trooped over to a viewing platform, but the overcast brought a fog with it, and we could see little.  
Adam urged an early night; given a clear morning, we­d be up before dawn to see the sun rise against 
Uluru. 
 
Into our tents we went.  I zipped my pitiable little protection closed, opened the sleeping bag onto the 
swag, and struggled into the same.  If you were wondering about Mib the panda, he was safe within the 
metal drink shaker I­d been given as a Hugo loser.  He, at least, would keep dry.  Resting my face on the 
tiny pillow, cocooned in canvas, I slept.  For a while.  Sort of. 
 
It began to rain seriously.  The Germans and other stalwarts who were sleeping in the open, no doubt in 
anticipation of all those great stars they­d gaze on all night, whooped and crowded in beneath the shelter.  
Rosy snoozed peacefully, the downpour a soothing rhapsody against the material swathing her swag.  Me, 
I touched the walls of my tent, and discovered ± water.  Rain was oozing through the tentpole hole.  I 
packed everything into my carryon, curled onto the swag, and tried to avoid the puddle developing about 
it or to roll against the chill cloth an inch from my bod.  I slept.  Some.   
 



Sept. 12, 2010 ± Blup, Blup 
 
®­Ow you doin­ in there?¯  The voice cut through the continuing rainsound against the tent roof.  It was 
Adam.  The time was around six.  Obviously, we were blowing off the Uluru sunrise ceremony ± Uluru 
was there that morning, but the sun was not.   
 
®Wet!¯ I told him.  ®And speaking of which ¤  ̄ Kindly, the lad fetched me that which I was most in 
need of: an empty bottle.  ¬Nuff said. 
 
It was still pouring rain.  I struggled to dress within the soggy confines of my tent, trying to keep dry what 
was least soaked.  It wasn­t much.  I lurched into the deluge and dashed to the shelter ± carefully avoiding 
the snoozers still abed ± and watched poor Adam trying to get a fire started in the rain.  He finally got one 
going by holding some sheetmetal over the kindling.  Ruefully I eyed our tents.  Rosy­s was perfect; she 
still slept within, peaceful and dry.  Mine looked like it had been through both Katrina and the Haitian 
earthquake.  Past them ran a rivulet of rainwater; it had been an intense night. 
 
Nevertheless, Adam maintained a cheery attitude.  You had to love him; this guy was a true outdoorsman.  
®My happy place,¯ he told me, ®is sitting around a campfire, even on days like this.¯  I recommended a 
Jack London story to him about a lost pioneer making a fire.  I retired to the bus ± Adam had slept 
underneath it ± and watched the light atop his miner­s cap move hither and thither about the camp.  He 
awoke Rosy.  ®Lovely day!¯ he pronounced. 
 
(Someone reported that the weather report for the region read thunderstorms all day today ± but sunshine 
tomorrow!) 
 
I was glad Rosy had a decent night­s sleep and was relatively dry, because no sooner did we crowd onto 
our increasingly filthy bus and take off for our next stop than she discovered another disaster.  She 
couldn­t find her i-Pod.  Her i-Pad was safe back in Alice Springs, but her handheld gizmo was nowhere 
to be found.  Eventually she did find it, underneath her bus seat ± in a quarter inch of muck.  It didn­t 
work. 
 
We drove to Kata Tjuta, which I was very anxious to see ± but when we arrived, the massive boulders, 
which stand like a fortress most days, was almost completely hidden by fog.  ®You can tell everyone who 
sees those postcard views that you saw it like this!¯ exclaimed Adam.   Swell.  We trooped out to see the 
stones up close ± and the cold rains came in earnest.   
 
I discovered that my windbreaker ± windcheater to the Aussies ± was hardly adequate to the day.  I 
rapidly became dripping wet.  Worse, so did Rosy.  The sight of la belle dragging along behind everyone 
else, soggy and mizbul, was too much.  I got the key to the bus from Adam and slouched back to the bus.  
I wrote in my notebook, ®Everything I have is wet. 2010­s lousiest day.  Damn ± I wanted to see this.¯  
Not that, on such a day, there was much to see. 
 
Clearly we had been totally unprepared for this eventuality.  Who expects a wet desert?  Now the 
Germans and the college brats were out there enjoying a place I­d wanted to see almost as much as Uluru 
± and we were drenched.  For two hours Rosy and I sat and dripped and read.   Rosy tried repeatedly to 
start her i-Pod, figuring that turning it on might help it dry out.  Sadistically, I hoped for more rain.   
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ULURU  

La belle and Uluru, out and in.  

Check ouǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊƻȊŜƴ ǿŀǾŜ Χ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Every site on Uluru contained a 

different legend.  The richness and 

mystery of Australian aboriginal 

culture were never so clear.  Left, 

guide Adam preps dinner ς see the 

kangaroo steak? 


