
ABOVE: Alice Springs at sunset, with the  
MacDonnell Ranges in the background.

MAKING 
TRACKS

THROUGH THE RED CENTRE

DARWIN TO ADELAIDE

Driving might be liberating, but when it comes 
to seeing the more remote parts of our vast 
country, you can’t beat travelling by train.
By Helen Foster 

There are no worries about getting 
stranded on a dirt road, gourmet 
lunches replace that Servo sausage 
roll, and you only need to unpack once. 

When you’re considering crossing the 
country by train, every option is a good 
one. There are four trains –  as iconic as 
the destinations they visit – that can take 

you on adventures spanning between 
Sydney and Perth or Adelaide and 
Melbourne, Darwin or Brisbane. They 
are The Indian Pacific, The Overland, 
The Ghan and the new Great Southern.

The Ghan, which celebrates its 90th 
Anniversary this year, is classed as one 
of the great train journeys of the world. 

On the Ghan Expedition trip, over 
four days and three nights you’ll 
gently rock the 2979 km south from 
Darwin to Adelaide following the 
route of the cameleers who carried 
supplies between remote outback 
towns in the 1900s. En-route you’ll 
stop at highlights like the spiritual 
Nitmiluk Gorge near Katherine, 
remote Alice Springs and the unique 
underground town of Coober Pedy.

But let’s start in Darwin where,  
after at least one night in the city,  
you arrive bright-eyed for the train’s 
10am departure.    
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TR AVEL

Only then do you realise how 
impressive The Ghan truly is. Shining 
silver, with not one but two, bright red 
engines pulling more than 1768 tonnes 
of weight, the 36 carriages stretch 
nearly a kilometre out from the station. 

With a judder your journey begins and 
soon you’re clacking down the rails at 
between 85 and 115km an hour. Right 
now, you realise the true joy of travelling 
by train. At this speed by car you’d 
be staring only at the road, but here, 
from the picture window of your cabin 
you might be at eye-level with a bright 
yellow kapok tree or scanning the 
horizon for one of the hump-backed 
descendants of those camels who 
carried the original Ghan travellers. 

During the day, the train stops and 
you can choose from a number 
of excursions and discover the 
uniqueness of each stop. On your first 
afternoon in Katherine, for example, you 
can take a cruise through the towering 
sandstone cliffs of Nitmiluk Gorge or 
visit a huge cattle station to learn what 
life in the outback is truly like.

In Alice Springs, you can go walking, 
cycling, visit the Desert Park or tour the 
School of the Air and The Royal Flying 
Doctor Service. 

The highlight of Alice has to be meeting 
17-year-old saltwater crocodile Terry 
and his wrangler Rex Neindorf at the 
Alice Springs Reptile Centre. You might 
not think you can train a crocodile, 

but Rex proves otherwise as he 
commands Terry to dip back down in 
the water if he gets too close. This is 
also one stop where you might want to 
splash out on one of the optional extra 
excursions - a plane flight over Uluru at 
$1249 per person.

Interesting locals also feature at 
Coober Pedy where retired miner Rudi 
will talk you through how miners blow 
open shafts without damaging the 
jewels within, while at The Breakaways 
– a plain of stunning colours and flat-
topped mesas that are the remains  
of Australia’s inland sea – it’s all about 
the landscape.

But enough about your time off the 
train – what about when you’re on it. 
Where do you sleep, what do you do?

A night on The Ghan is filled with 
chatter as you wait in the Outback 
Explorer Lounge, drink in hand, to be 
called to your table (there are three 
dinner sittings each night – 6.30, 7.15 
and 8pm – and you book your choice 
on your first day). Socialising is actively 
encouraged and with an amazing mix 
of people on board you never know 
who you might meet. Actors Margot 
Robbie and Miriam Margolyes have 
both been recent guests, but most 
travellers are normal folk often with 
remarkable stories to share. The 
atmosphere is friendly and congenial.

After chatting it’s time for sleep. There 
are three main types of cabin on The 
Ghan – single sleepers have a chair 
that turns into a bed at night – imagine 

Shades of orange, 
pink, yellow and blue 
streak the sky and  
each day the landscape 
changes – from green 
trees in Darwin to the 
scorched red earth 
of Alice Springs.

TOP: Nitmiluk Gorge near Katherine;   
ABOVE: The Ghan heading through the Gap.
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a first-class airline seat with a better 
view. Bathrooms for these are shared 
but spacious and spotlessly clean.

The top tier cabins are the Platinum 
rooms with a seating area that turns 
into a double bed and a large ensuite 
bathroom. 

Most of the cabins however fall into 
Gold Class, twin rooms with a large 
picture window, and a three-seater 
couch that converts to an upper and 
lower bunk during the night. All of 

these have their own small ensuite. 
Whichever you choose though you 
will get a good night’s sleep – the train 
does rumble and rock as it moves, but 
it’s relaxing not jarring.

Early morning though is when travelling 
via The Ghan seems truly magical. 
Book an alarm call for sunrise and your 
steward will appear carrying a cup of 
tea or coffee and open the window 
blinds so you can watch the outback 
wake up around you.

Shades of orange, pink, yellow and 
blue streak the sky and each day the 
landscape changes – from green trees 
in Darwin to the scorched red earth 
of Alice Springs. You’ll see bounding 
kangaroos outside Coober Pedy and 
silos and salt lakes past Port Augusta. 

Then, finally, as you approach Adelaide 
the endless horizon makes way for 
trackside houses. You’re back to reality 
and it’s time to say goodbye to The 
Ghan. Trust, us, you’ll miss it.  

TR AVEL

Save 5% on everyday fares, 
and with four different great 
train journeys to experience with 
Journey Beyond there’s an option 
for everyone. 
The Indian Pacific turns 50 in 2020 
and the inaugural journey of the 
Great Southern takes place in 
December 2019. For more details 
visit rac.com.au/travel

RAC members save

  The journey from Darwin to Ade-
laide lasts four days, three nights.
   It costs from $2,829 for a single 
Gold Class cabin, $2,999 per 
person for a Gold Class twin and 
$5,899 per person for Platinum 
service. 
  This includes your accommo-
dation on the train, all meals, all 
drinks (soft and alcoholic) and a 
choice of off-train excursions in 
each stop.
  The Ghan Expedition runs  
March – October.
  Highlights: The stunning 
scenery of the Breakaways, 
learning about the stars during 
the outdoor BBQ night in Alice 
Springs, meeting Terry the saltie, 
and the food sourced locally 
from the regions in which you 
travel – don’t miss the Crocodile 
Sausage or the Buffalo Curry.

Fast facts

TOP: The stunning plains of The Breakaways near Coober Pedy are the remains of Australia’s inland sea;
ABOVE: Serving dinner to guests on board The Ghan.
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