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This book is dedicated to the travellers who venture beyond the main roads in search of the real Australia. And to the roadhouse owners, local guides, artists, station workers, small-town characters and quiet country towns whose stories and spirit give this country its soul.






INTRODUCTION







THERE’S NO BETTER WAY TO UNDERSTAND AUSTRALIA THAN TO DRIVE IT

Vast, wild and endlessly surprising, Australia was made for road tripping. Every winding coastal stretch, red-dirt track, rainforest route and sun-bleached highway tells a story – not just of natural wonder, but of people, culture and the deep history that shapes this remarkable continent.

SBS’s docuseries Great Australian Road Trips invites you to hit the open road alongside four beloved personalities as they enjoy some of the country’s most iconic drives and hidden detours. The heartwarming show stars actor Claudia Karvan, writer and performer Steph Tisdell, comedian Nazeem Hussain and author, food writer and critic Melissa Leong. With humour, adventure and cultural discovery at every turn, the hosts embark on iconic road trips, uncovering hidden gems, getting to know locals and immersing themselves in our vibrant communities and history. Along the way, they meet the people and discover the places that make us who we are.

Claudia and Steph take on some of Australia’s most picturesque tropical and coastal routes. And they cruise the stunning Grand Pacific Drive, soaking up the breathtaking views of cliffs, beaches and charming towns along the New South Wales coastline.

Meanwhile, Melissa and Nazeem tackle the rugged heart of the country. They travel the Red Centre Way, where they visit the iconic landmarks of Ormiston Gorge and Kings Canyon, taking in the raw beauty and spiritual significance of the outback. They tackle Tasmania’s Wild West, discovering the untamed landscapes of ancient rainforests, mountains and pristine lakes, while uncovering the island’s fascinating convict and industrial history. And they drive from Darwin to Ubirr via Arnhem Land, learning about the fascinating First Nations culture and ancient rock art of Kakadu National Park.

‘If you’re going to travel around this country as a tourist, you have a responsibility,’ Melissa explains. ‘You’re not just there to have a good time; you’re there to understand the complexity of where you are. And any opportunity you have to give back is really important.’

Part travel companion, part cultural deep-dive, Great Australian Road Trips offers more than just directions and scenic highlights – it’s an enlightening and immersive guide to the stories, people and places that make Australia’s greatest road trips truly unforgettable. Each chapter starts with the essentials before taking you beyond the wheel to uncover the unique character of each region. From outback roadhouses to coastal hamlets, rainforest trails to desert gorges, you’ll find curated stops, local tips and cultural touchpoints that bring each destination to life. Finally, the chapters conclude with a wrap-up of key info to ensure you get the most out of your journey.

But this isn’t just about ticking off sights and landmarks. It’s about understanding the spirit of the land – learning from Traditional Custodians, connecting with locals and appreciating how history, nature and community are interwoven to create something uniquely Australian. Whether you’re planning your own adventure or armchair travelling from home, this book invites you to slow down, look closer and discover the soul of the country – one road trip at a time.






DRIVE 1 RED CENTRE WAY, NORTHERN TERRITORY


‘When we think about red dirt,’ Melissa says, ‘about blue skies, about scrub, and about that desolate magic; it’s nowhere better encapsulated than the Red Centre.’

MELISSA LEONG AND NAZEEM HUSSAIN
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ROAD TRIP ESSENTIALS

DISTANCE

1135 km

CONDITIONS

Moderate

VEHICLE

4WD recommended

PERMITS REQUIRED

Yes

TIME

5–7 days





Red Centre Way is more than just a road trip – it’s a journey into the very soul of Australia. Stretching through the heart of the Northern Territory, this route unveils an ancient landscape of red deserts, deep gorges and sacred monuments. From Alice Springs to Uluru, the 1135-kilometre journey immerses travellers in breathtaking scenery, timeless First Nations culture and unforgettable adventures.





Starting and ending in Alice Springs, Red Centre Way loops through some of Australia’s most iconic outback landscapes. From Alice you head west into the stunning West MacDonnell Ranges, where ancient gorges and cool waterholes like Ormiston Gorge offer perfect rest stops. You then continue to Kings Canyon for the breathtaking Rim Walk along soaring sandstone cliffs, before travelling onwards to the spiritual heart of the country – Uluru and Kata Tjut-a. Witness the changing colours of Uluru at sunrise and sunset, explore the domes of Kata Tjut-a, and delve into An-angu culture at the Cultural Centre. On the return journey, take in the vast desert scenery and remote outback roadhouses that complete this classic Central Australian adventure.

The Red Centre is a deeply sacred region for the An-angu people, the Traditional Custodians of Uluru, Kata Tjut-a and surrounding lands. These sites are central to Tjukurpa, the spiritual law and Dreaming stories that have guided the An-angu for thousands of years. Each rock formation, waterhole and stretch of desert holds profound cultural meaning, representing ancestral beings and creation stories. Visitors are encouraged to learn from local guides, respect cultural protocols and honour the connection between the land and its people.

Melissa Leong has long felt that connection to the land having visited Central Australia before. She takes her travel companion Nazeem Hussain deep into the nation’s heart, determined to show him why this part of Australia is so special.

‘There’s obviously a very complicated history here, with the Stolen Generations and those who were relocated,’ Melissa says. ‘But where the people are from and where they are now are two very different places and that’s really something that you feel when you’re here – this multi-generational trauma. It’s a complex feeling, but it’s such a compelling place to be. Beyond that, I think what’s beautiful about it is that it is everything that we romanticise about Australia. When we think about red dirt, when we think about blue skies, when we think about scrub, when we think about that desolate magic, it’s nowhere better encapsulated than the Red Centre.’
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1 ALICE SPRINGS

A thriving, spirited outback centre, Alice Springs, or Mparntwe, is as famous for the personality of its locals and contemporary and traditional art as it is for its natural wonders, including the stunning Larapinta Trail and the MacDonnell Ranges, which surround it.

‘I’ve been to Alice Springs many times; it’s one of these places that you just need to feel,’ Melissa says. ‘The first time I flew in from Darwin, you could feel a magnetic resonance as the plane landed. There’s no other way to describe it, except as this palpable sense of vibration through the land. That was my very first impression.’

The Arrernte people are the Traditional Custodians of the land around Alice Springs. They have a deep spiritual and cultural connection to Country that continues to this day, with Aboriginal culture and art woven into everyday life. From vibrant galleries and cultural centres to sacred sites like Simpsons Gap and Emily Gap, the land tells stories that go back tens of thousands of years.

While on the great open road, Nazeem reveals that he visited Alice Springs as a child with his scout group. ‘When I think of Alice Springs, I remember the heartbreak I felt at the end of the trip, when everybody else received their explorer badge and I was the only one who didn’t!’ he explains.

But Melissa is convinced she can help Nazeem create new and happy memories in the outback – starting with swapping their four wheels for a camel.

Camel rides in Alice Springs are a popular outback experience, offering a unique way to explore the stunning desert landscapes. Camels were originally brought to Australia in the nineteenth century to help with transportation and exploration in arid regions. Today, they are an iconic part of the Red Centre experience.

Rides typically take you through the vast red sand dunes, spinifex grasslands and open bushland. Many operators offer rides at sunrise or sunset, taking advantage of the sublime light and peaceful atmosphere. Pyndan Camel Tracks is one of the best-known operators in Alice Springs, offering small group tours as well as personalised experiences.

Camels have a smooth, swaying gait, making for a pretty comfortable ride. Nazeem recommends giving them a go, even if you’re apprehensive at first. ‘Once we were on foot, it felt like I’d gone back in time,’ he says. ‘You couldn’t get much more Red Centre than being on a camel in the middle of Australia… feeling the warm air on my skin, hearing the hooves in the sand. The slow pace lets you take in more of the scenery at a micro level – at camel’s pace.’

If you’ve only got one day in Alice Springs, make sure to visit the historic Telegraph Station, where you’ll learn about the town’s first European settlement at the museum and enjoy a guided tour. Then head up to Anzac Hill for breathtaking views over the town and surrounding desert. Don’t miss the Araluen Cultural Precinct, home to museums and art galleries that showcase the culture and history of Central Australia. To end the day, visit the Kangaroo Sanctuary at sunset, where you can meet and help feed rescued baby kangaroos before they’re released back into the wild.
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If you’re staying in Alice Springs for a few nights, here are some popular day trips and short drives you can enjoy before setting off on the long red dirt.


ALICE SPRINGS DESERT PARK

Just a ten-minute drive from the town centre, Alice Springs Desert Park is a great introduction to Central Australia’s astonishing natural and cultural heritage. Often described as ‘the desert brought to life’, the park challenges the myth that the desert is barren, showcasing the surprising abundance of flora and fauna that have adapted to this arid environment. Wander through three carefully recreated desert habitats – desert rivers, sand country and woodland – where kangaroos, emus and rare desert birds roam freely in enclosures that mimic their natural environment.

The free-flying birds of prey show is a highlight, with wedge-tailed eagles and falcons soaring overhead as expert handlers explain their behaviours and hunting techniques. Step inside nocturnal houses to see animals that are rarely seen in the wild, like bilbies, mala (rufous hare-wallabies) and thorny devils. A stroll through the botanic gardens reveals how Aboriginal people have used native plants for bush tucker and medicine for thousands of years. With interpretive displays, live talks and a focus on Arrernte culture, the park provides a meaningful and beautifully curated introduction to the desert and its people.



EMILY AND JESSIE GAPS NATURE PARK

Just a fifteen-minute drive from Alice Springs along the sealed Ross Highway, Emily and Jessie Gaps Nature Park, or Yeperenye, marks the dramatic gateway to the East MacDonnell Ranges. These two striking gaps in the Heavitree Range are among the first natural features you’ll encounter as you head out of town. They offer a powerful introduction to both the region’s geology and its deep cultural significance.

Keep an eye out for local wildlife or follow short walking tracks that lead into each of the rocky gaps. Though modest in size, these sites hold great spiritual meaning for the Eastern Arrernte people. Both gaps are part of a broader ‘Dreaming Trail’ associated with the Yeperenye (caterpillar) Dreaming – one of the major creation stories of Mparntwe, or Alice Springs. According to Arrernte lore, the caterpillar ancestors emerged from Emily Gap, shaping the land as they travelled. From here, they formed many of the surrounding ranges and ridgelines, stretching as far as the Simpson Desert.

At Emily Gap, visitors can view a vivid rock painting that depicts this important caterpillar Dreaming. Framed by rugged cliffs and red rock walls, the site offers a striking visual connection to the ancient story etched into the landscape. Keep in mind that visitors cannot touch the rock art. Such measures are needed to preserve culturally significant pieces and allow future generations to appreciate their beauty and intricacy.

Opened in 2021, the Yeperenye Trail offers a meaningful new way to experience the stunning landscapes and cultural richness of the East MacDonnell Ranges. Stretching 7.2 kilometres between Alice Springs and Emily Gap, this shared walking and cycling path is more than just a scenic route – it represents the largest investment in public infrastructure by an Aboriginal group in Central Australia.

Built entirely by hand by more than thirty local Aboriginal workers, the trail was created with deep cultural care. Traditional Custodians and cultural supervisors were involved every step of the way to ensure that sacred sites and spiritually significant places along the route were protected and respected. Their connection to Country is woven into the journey, giving the trail a strong sense of place and purpose.

The path gently follows the natural contours of the ranges, with interpretive signage sharing insights into the area’s Aboriginal heritage, Dreaming stories and native environment. Designed to be inclusive, the trail is wheelchair accessible, with rest stops and seating thoughtfully placed along the way. Whether you’re cycling or walking, the Yeperenye Trail invites travellers to slow down, learn and connect with the land through a journey shaped by both hands and heart.



FINKE GORGE NATIONAL PARK

Roughly a two-hour journey from Alice Springs, Finke Gorge National Park is one of the region’s great natural treasures and well worth the effort it takes to get there.

The park protects part of the ancient Finke River system, believed to be one of the oldest rivers in the world, having carved its way through Central Australia for over 350 million years. It’s a timeless landscape of red cliffs, deep gorges and wide sandy riverbeds fringed with cycads and desert oaks.

The main draw is Palm Valley, a lush pocket hidden deep in the gorge where you’ll find a unique species of red cabbage palm that grows nowhere else on Earth. The palms flourish in the valley’s sheltered microclimate, fed by trickling springs and shaded by the high canyon walls. Several walking trails offer varying perspectives. The short Arankaia Walk winds among the palms and riverbanks, while the longer Mpulungkinya Walk climbs to a ridge affording sweeping views across the valley and beyond.

This is true four-wheel drive country – the track in is rough and winding but it’s all part of the adventure. Along the way, keep an eye out for black-footed rock wallabies and wedge-tailed eagles soaring overhead. The park also has a campground if you decide to stay overnight under the stars.

Note: Access along the last 16 kilometres of track follows the sandy bed of the Finke River and is limited to high clearance four-wheel drive vehicles only. Heavy rains may cause this section of the road to be impassable, so be sure to check road conditions before you go. Visitors are required to have a parks pass.
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2 WEST MACDONNELL RANGES

The West MacDonnell Ranges, known as Tjoritja to the Traditional Custodians, are a stunning expanse of mountains in the Northern Territory. The national park is located west of Alice Springs and stretches for some 161 kilometres. Note: Visitors are required to have a parks pass.

The ranges showcase the region’s natural beauty, featuring rugged peaks, deep gorges and picturesque waterholes. Renowned for their vibrant red rock formations, the West MacDonnell Ranges are not only a visual delight but also hold significant cultural importance to the local First Nations communities. In their lore and culture, the landscape was created by ancestral beings during a mythological time, the foundation of their spiritual beliefs and identity.

The ranges inspired pioneering Aboriginal painter Albert Namatjira, whose work captured the essence of this remarkable landscape. Albert grew up on the nearby Hermannsburg Mission (Melissa and Nazeem detour to Hermannsburg later in their trip) and is famous for his stunning watercolour landscapes. Melissa says, ‘His work has redefined how we see the outback, transforming it into a place of profound beauty and cultural significance.’
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3 STANDLEY CHASM

The next must-see along Red Centre Way is Standley Chasm. Located within the West MacDonnell National Park, it’s nestled in a private flora and fauna reserve managed by the local Arrernte people. This attraction is more than just a natural wonder, it’s a testament to the enduring legacy of the Arrernte. Known as Angkerle Atwatye, meaning ‘a gap in the water’, the chasm’s towering sandstone walls were formed over millions of years through the erosive power of water slicing through the rock.

The best way to experience Standley Chasm is to visit around midday, when the sun is directly overhead and the chasm’s 80-metre-high rock walls glow a brilliant, fiery orange. Take the short but scenic walk through native bushland to reach the chasm, passing cycads, ghost gums and seasonal wildflowers along the way. For a deeper experience, join a guided cultural tour with local Western Arrernte guides to learn about the site’s significance, bush tucker and traditional uses of native plants.

This natural wonder offers a mesmerising and almost spiritual atmosphere that captivates visitors. Bush food expert Rayleen Brown describes it as the ‘heart of Australia’ and Melissa and Nazeem would agree. ‘It’s one of those places that’s difficult to put into words,’ Nazeem says. ‘It’s akin to being in a religious or sacred place. You can’t really understand it looking at a picture – you just have to be there.’

The availability of water makes it a vital sanctuary in the region, historically serving as a gathering place for the First Nations people who utilised its resources for sustenance. Rayleen explains, ‘It’s like a little oasis and to me thinking back to the past when Traditional Owners were here, before settlement, this would have been a really special place. The availability of water, lots of bush food; it’s got a feel about it. It’s got power in Country here.’

Nazeem felt this too. ‘There’s a certain sense of power that Mel and I felt when we came here. It feels very different, otherworldly almost.’

Aunty Colleen, an Arrernte woman and Traditional Custodian of the site, explains her ancestors would have sought food and shelter here. ‘It’s been part of our Dreamtime story, which was handed down from my mum, my grandmother, my grandfather, for generations. We’re here to honour them and look after this place.’

‘Standley Chasm – and lots of places where rock rises from the ground in a really magical way as the energy passes through such a small gap of air – has a transformative feeling,’ Melissa says. ‘Once you’re there, you can understand why it would’ve been so significant to people over thousands of years. It holds a special kind of energy. Spending time with Rayleen and Aunty Coleen meant a great deal to me. When we look for connections in places, it can pop up in the most unexpected ways. And that’s all we’re looking for as human beings. I felt very lucky to spend time with them.’
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4 ORMISTON GORGE

On the way to Kings Canyon, a secret spot among locals is Ormiston Gorge, or Kwartatuma. Around 135 kilometres west of Alice Springs, Ormiston Gorge is easily accessible via sealed roads. If you’re looking for a stunning spot to cool off, it’s the place to be. With its towering red cliffs, deep waterhole and a chance to spot local wildlife, it’s a must-visit in the West MacDonnell National Park.

If you’re up for an adventure, consider the Ormiston Pound Walk, a three-to-four-hour loop that takes you across rocky slopes, through open plains and back along the gorge’s main waterhole.

Nature lovers will appreciate the unique mix of native flora and fauna. The gorge is home to ancient plant species from Central Australia’s tropical past and it’s also a haven for rare wildlife – like the long-tailed dunnart and the central rock rat, both rediscovered here in 1997.

The gorge was also home to the famous Desert Song Festival which held its final performance in 2024. Every year since 2013 thousands of people had gathered in this natural amphitheatre to listen to local and international choral music.

The festival’s artistic director, Morris Stuart, an ex-pastor, explains how he came up with the idea. ‘It was totally accidental. I came up here in 2006 just to support my wife, who’s a wonderful artist, and then I walked around the streets, and I thought, “What can I do? I’ll form a choir!” So I humbugged people and said, “Would
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