
Settled in

Far from South Australia’s festivals, arts and fine wines is a 
less-trumpeted treasure trove: the charming small towns of 
the state’s mid-north – long favoured by film directors for 
their authenticity, architecture and colourful characters.
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On March 20, 1942, General Douglas MacArthur, 

metres: sun-drenched stone homesteads and lonely cottages, empty 
gaols, desolate breweries, old mines and dusty railway stations.

The towns that survive and thrive, north and south of the 
line, have a particular charm, their high streets home to an intriguing 
collection of intact historic buildings. It’s hardly surprising that these 
evocative settlements are sought-after by filmmakers; just subtract 
the cars and you have a readymade period set. 

Shooting The Water Diviner in the mid-north earlier this year, 
Russell Crowe is the latest in a long line of directors to tread the 
Goyder Line in search of a vanished Australia.

BURRA

In 1845, shepherds stumbled across several heavy green rocks on a 
hillside, triggering a copper boom, and by the 1850s, Burra had a 
population of 5000. Today, its broad streets, lined with old miners’ 
cottages and handsome Federation villas shaded by gnarled 
peppercorn and white cedar trees, remain set in aspic, bathed in the 
golden light typical of the mid-north.

If this town was in Victoria, it would be Daylesford, but Burra must 
be just that little bit too far from Adelaide to lure latte-quaffing, tree-
changers because they’re pretty thin on the ground. Paolo and Clare 
Vitozzi moved from Tuscany five years ago, leaving behind careers 
as an aviation engineer and theatrical designer, respectively, to open 
a quirky pizzeria, La Pecora Nera (The Black Sheep, 3 Upper Thames 
Street, blacksheepburra.com), in an old vine-draped motor workshop 
fitted with a huge wood-fired oven. It’s as authentic as you’ll find ❯ 

travelling south from Alice Springs with his wife and young son, 
stepped from a train onto the platform in Terowie, a small town in 
South Australia’s mid-north, to salute a gathered crowd and utter 
those famous words: “I came out of Bataan and I shall return.”   

At the time, Terowie was a bustling “break-of-gauge” settlement 
where a small army of workers busied themselves swapping freight 
— everything from the smallest parcel to livestock, coal and grain 
had to be switched between the narrow- and broad-gauge trains. But 
they’d never before had such significant cargo.

Today, a melancholy silence hangs over the abandoned railway 
station and sidings. There’s a small plaque denoting MacArthur’s 
historic speech and another marking the loss of transshipping in 
1970. “Virtually overnight Terowie tumbled into oblivion… a veil of 
community sadness fell over the town,” it reads.

It’s not an unusual story in the mid-north (some two hours 
north of Adelaide by road), where farmers’ fortunes were dictated 
by the meandering Goyder’s Line. Drawn by the state’s surveyor-
general George Goyder in the mid-1860s and predicated on 
the reliability of rainfall, the line distinguished South Australia’s 
more fertile cropping land in the south from the dry, saltbush-dotted 
red soils of the north.

For many, Goyder’s work came too late. Others, buoyed by several 
bumper seasons, ignored his advice, pushing north and, in a region 
bereft of tall timber, establishing settlements in stone. Drought and 
depression saw many walk away. Other towns withered when the 
trains withdrew. Their legacy is a vast museum of ruined and 
abandoned buildings scattered across hundreds of square kilo-
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this side of Rome, serving traditional pizzas and a daily changing 
menu of delicious handmade pasta.

The town is dominated by the old mine, looming engine house 
and a mysterious mine pool so deep, it’s home to a dive school. While 
Crowe and his crew filmed here over summer, and at the hauntingly 
beautiful World’s End (Burra Gorge), they became regulars at the 
Royal Exchange Hotel (1 Best Place) and the tiny White Cedars cafe 
in Commercial Street, tucking into Putu Suta’s nasi goreng.

Be sure to grab a Burra Heritage Passport from the visitor centre 
(2 Market Square). It provides access to the town’s key heritage sites 
including the Redruth Gaol (made famous in the movie Breaker 
Morant), miners’ dugouts and the eerie cellars of the old Unicorn 
Brewery, used to terrifying effect in Wolf Creek II. (“A couple of local 
women got gigs as corpses and the kindergarten’s worm farm 
supplied the creepy crawlies,” explains visitor centre manager Paula 
Jones.) The town also hosts an annual antiques fair (May 2-3, 2015) 
and there are several good shops to explore. The extravagantly 
tattooed Stuart Norris is considered one of the country’s “greatest 
pickers” – he got the bug as a kid after finding several tobacco tins 
and a dingo skull in an old mine tunnel – and his eclectic store, The 
Pharaohs Tomb (8 Bests Place), is a treasure trove of motoring 
memorabilia, together with “plenty of fluffy stuff”. 

Burra’s most popular unofficial attraction lies just outside town. 
Made famous on the cover of the 1987 Midnight Oil album Diesel 
And Dust, the old Burra cottage is one of the most photographed 
ruins in Australia and has become a pilgrimage site for Oils fans. 
The band recently chipped in to help preserve the abandoned farm-
house. Burra’s old railway station has also received some much 
needed care, restored by 78-year-old Roy Taplin and other volunteers.

Burra’s chilly winter nights may be hard on old stone buildings, 

but they are perfect for growing apples, so 25 years ago Tony and 
Susan Thorogood established an orchard of heritage varieties just 
outside town and began making cider, long before it was de rigueur. 
Drop by the cellar door on John Barker Street (closed Tuesdays) for 
a tasting of their excellent dry cider or apple beer. 

Town accommodation has an appropriately vintage bent. You can 
stay in an old miner’s cottage or even a church. 

PETERBOROUGH & ORROROO

More than 100 trains used to pass through Peterborough daily and 
this golden era has been wonderfully preserved at Steamtown 
(1 Telford Avenue, steamtown.com.au) in the old railway workshops, 
where after dark you can take your seat in a historic carriage for 
a Sound & Light Show. On Main Street, the Capitol Theatre (the last 
movie shown here was Jaws, back in 1976) has been transformed 
into a somewhat eccentric cafe, 229 On Main, which is filled with 
movie memorabilia.

Orroroo perches on the Goyder Line and once boasted a butter 
factory, flour mill, even an orchestra. Things are much quieter these 
days, but you can pick up a great homemade pie at the Gumtree Cafe 
(22 Second Street) or order a hearty breakfast featuring local kanga-
roo bacon. Work it off by doing a few laps around the impressive 
giant red gum on the outskirts of town, which has a circumference 
of more than 10m and is believed to be at least 500 years old.

From here, the road north to Carrieton is dotted with more ruins; 
a sharp left turn takes you through the almost-ghost town of 
Hammond (population one or three, depending on the day of the 
week) and on to Wilmington, where the old billiard club still hosts 
games every Wednesday evening. ❯

Automobile graveyard, Terowie
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MELROSE

Perched in the shadow of Mount Remarkable in the Southern 
Flinders Ranges, where the tallest building in town is a ruined 
brewery, Melrose also happens to be several degrees funkier than 
your average country town. This former police outpost (the 
courthouse is now a great little museum), has become something 
of a mountain-biking centre, hosting a Fat Tyre Festival every 
June long weekend.

For visiting cyclists, life revolves around the Over the Edge Sports 
bike shop (otesports.com.au). Linked to a Colorado-based outfit, the 
store’s owners maintain more than 100km of trails on the mountain. 
They rent out quality bikes (new each season), make the best coffee 
for miles and almost single-handedly have provided a sleepy mid-
north town with a thriving subculture.

Have dinner at the North Star (Nott Street, northstarhotel.com.
au), the oldest pub in the Flinders, made over to feature outback chic 
interiors including hessian-lined ceilings, vintage timber bar fridge 
and hefty red-gum table tops (only the schnitzels are bigger). Upstairs 
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you’ll find a handful of 1970s-inspired guestrooms. 
The front bar doubles as a cellar door for Bundaleer 
Wines, one of a handful of vineyards operating on 
the very margins of viability (what Goyder would 
have made of their pluck, who knows). Just outside 
town, at Bartagunyah Estate (bartagunyah.com.au), 
vines nestle in the golden folds of the hills and the 
dusty road has almost zero traffic save for the 
occasional kangaroo, goanna or lycra-clad cyclist. 

QUORN

The old railhead of Quorn may look like a town forgotten by time, 
but it is home to four large pubs and sees plenty of movie action. 
Robbery Under Arms (1957), Sunday Too Far Away (1975) and 
Gallipoli (1981) were all filmed here. More recently, Guy Pearce and 
Twilight’s Robert Pattinson were in town shooting The Rover (2014). 
The town is even better known among rail enthusiasts as the home 
of the Pichi Richi steam railway (prr.org.au) plying the old Ghan line 
and operated entirely by volunteers. Their rolling stock includes the 
carriage used by General MacArthur. Doubling as Pichi Richi HQ 
and a tourist information office, the restored railway station lies at 
the heart of this southern Flinders town on a main street unchanged 
in a century, lined with grand colonial buildings, old barber poles 
and signs advertising Fry’s Cocoa and Amgoorie Tea.

At Emily’s Bistro (45 First Street), sisters Sally and Emily Brown, 
with mum and ex-Ghan chef Wendy in the kitchen, have transformed 
the town’s old general store into one of the most distinctive and 
charming restaurants in the state. The Great Northern Emporium 
served the communities of the mid-north between 1878 and 2004, 
and the shop’s 19th-century fittings still remain entirely intact, ❯ 
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Pichi Richi  
steam railway

including ornate pressed-metal ceilings, handsome timber cabinets, 
haberdashery counters and the original flying-fox payment system. 
The menu is suitably old-fashioned and local: saltbush lamb shanks, 
wild Warrigal greens and homemade quandong jam drops. 

If pushing north to Hawker, look for signs to Kanyaka, a vast sheep 
run established by Hugh Proby, the third son of the Earl of Carysfort, 
in 1851. He drowned in a flooded creek the following year and it was 
John Phillips who built the substantial homestead and village where 
70 men and their families once lived. Drought saw them off and 
today’s complex of ruins, set against the dramatic and unforgiving 
Flinders landscape, feels like a vanquished castle or fort. 

GLADSTONE & LAURA

A couple of large old pubs stand near the crossroads at Gladstone, 
once a major mid-north railway junction. The most famous building 
in town is the old gaol (Ward Street), but the most charming is the 
FC Grubb soft drink factory dating from 1876 (12 Sixth Street, cellar 
door open Mon-Thu). Using rainwater harvested on-site, Damian 

Casey and a team of two make old-fashioned flavours such as 
sarsaparilla, cream soda, ginger beer and portello (a rich raspberry). 
Ask if they have any chilli punch under the counter.

Graced by an avenue of venerable peppercorn trees, Laura was 
the childhood home of Australian poet CJ Dennis. Drop into the 
information centre (38 Herbert Street) for a walking brochure and 
wander by the old newspaper office where Dennis had his first poem 
published. The town’s old saddler now houses Limberlost Antiques 
(63 Herbert Street), a collection of colonial artefacts sourced by 
quietly spoken dealer Jim Hawkett, go-to man for filmmakers seek-
ing authentic props. Ask at the shop to see his sheds outside town; 
the stuff of legend among serious collectors. 

Laura’s most famous resident, however, is Golden North, which 
has been making the state’s best-loved ice cream for 90 years using 
fresh South Australian cream and 
milk, and honey from nearby Wirra-
bara. Try a selection of flavours, or 
grab a Giant Twin, at De’Cafe Laura 
(38 Herbert Street). A

B For airfares and holiday 
packages to South Australia 
call Qantas Holidays on 1300 
735 542 or visit qantas.com/
holidaysaustralianway


