HSNT Annual Field Trip 26-28 July 2019
South Alligator River Valley and
Mt Wells Goldfields Loop Road
by Bev Phelts

The South Alligator River Valley and Mt Wells region is full of wonderful pastoral and mining
history. All the pastoral properties and mining camps we visited had been abandoned long
ago.
My group headed off on Thursday 25 July and stopped for lunch at Maisie's famous cafe, Pine
Creek for lunch. We arrived at Mary River Roadhouse early afternoon. The road from Darwin
to Mary River is now bitumen all the way and takes approximately 4 hours. Most of the group
meet at Mary River Roadhouse on Thursday and set up camp. The Roadhouse offers shady
camping grounds, motel units, showers, basic groceries, diesel and a bar/restaurant.
Day 1 - Friday 26 July (Show Day)
Our first stop was at Callanan's Hut across the river from Gimbat. In 1937, the lease was
taken up by Joseph Callanan who managed to make a living from cattle until he sold the lease
in 1964. The new lessee moved buffalo here in1974 but this venture proved unsuccessful.

Judy Boland & Janet Leather at Callanan's Hut
Callanan's Hut
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Next stop was at the El Sherana abandoned uranium mine in the South Alligator River Valley.
Uranium was discovered in 1954 by a United Uranium NL exploration team which was led by
Joe Fischer with a ground radiometric survey. The site was named after the daughters of a
team staff member, William 'Bluey' Halpin Kay - Elvira, Sherryl and Lana. El Sherana operated
from 1958 to 1959 and El Sherana West from 1961 to 1964. The site was rehabilitated
between 1988 and 1992.
There was a fair amount of infrastructure and equipment at the site and an asbestos warning
didn't stop us from clambering over the fence to investigate.

Buildings at El Sherana

Machinery and telegraph/phone line at El Sherana
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Lunch was at a lovely shady grassy area across the river from Gimbat. Unfortunately the
crossing was in disrepair and we were unable to cross over. Coronation Hill was our
backdrop. Although exploration for uranium began in the Top End as early as 1944, the first
uranium was found at Coronation Hill in 1953. Mining at Coronation Hill had been
controversial due to the potential danger of nuclear power and uranium mining, as well as
objections from indigenous groups. Mining at Coronation Hill ended in 1991.

From left: Julie Mastin, Janie Mason, Penny Baird & Ruth
Kerr. Coronation Hill is in the background

Lunch across the river from Gimbat.
Judy Boland, Patricia Konigsberg and Mike AylwardSmith

After lunch we visited Gumlon
(UDP Falls/Uranium
Development Province). This
swimming spot had changed
immensely since I last visited
35 years ago. The site has
now been developed for
tourism. Lots of shady trees,
green grass and camping
areas were now a feature
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Back at camp some of us took advantage of the Mary River Roadhouse bar meals for our
dinner. Later that evening, as was the custom, we had our open camp fire, sat around, drank
wine and chatted about the day.

Dinner at Mary River Roadhouse
Patricia Konigsberg, Judy Boland and Mike
Aylward-Smith

From left: Ruth Kerr, Lyn Reid, Julie Mastin, Brian Reid,
Fiona Scott, Penny Baird & Janie Mason

Day 2 - Saturday 27 July
This morning we went to Bukbukluk Lookout to look at the amazing view out to the old track
that led to Kakadu and the area where the New Goodparla Station was situated.

From left: Brian Reid, Janie Mason, Lyn Reid, Craig Bellamy, Fiona Scott, Matthew James, Penny Baird, Ruth
Kerr, Ian Anderson, Julie Mastin, Mike Aylward-Smith, Judy Boland Allan Mitchell, Janet Leather, Eddie Webber
& Bev Phelts
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Morning tea was at Old Goodparla pastoral station. The area around where Goodparla Station
was situated, was originally held by George Richard Cooke. In 1910, Cooke successfully
applied for a Pastoral Lease over Block 10, Alligator River District and was issued PL 2375
which he called Goodparla Station.Between 1925 and 1930 pastoral plans of the station bore
the name "Goodparla" or "Gerowie" with Goodparla prevailing. On 29 June 1978, the
Commonwealth acquired the property and added it to Kakadu National Park (Stage 3) in April
1984.
This site had two sheds still standing and minor equipment scattered around. The largest shed
look very much like an ex Army WW2 shed. There was also evidence that people had recently
squatted at the site. The airstrip was still very visible with 44 gallon drums marking the
boundaries of the airstrip.

Buildings at Old Goodparla Station
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Bev Phelts holding an iron part of a pack saddle.

Old Goodparla Station airstrip

Our lunch stop and final stop for the day was at Moline Rockhole. The rockhole has a pretty
little waterfall and swimming hole not far off the Kakadu Highway. The turnoff is about 10
minutes from the Mary River Roadhouse, it is not signposted and is down a very rough dirt
road.

Craig Bellamy, Fiona Scott & Allan Mitchell at Old
Goodparla Station
Moline Rockhole
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Day 3 - Sunday 28 July
Our final day was to be a big day. We headed to Springhill Road (the goldfields Loop Road)
and stopped to look at two Chinese stone ovens that were located on both sides of the road.
Morning tea was at the Springhill Mine. The discovery of gold at Springhill in 1878 sparked
the first major Chinese gold rush in the Territory. The large amount of gold taken from the
mine was considered a success when operations ceased in 1886. In 1903, there were 150
Chinese miners working in the area but mining was abandoned soon after. Mining at Springhill
was revived again in 1935-1940, 1950-1955 and 1966.

Remnants of a Chinese stone oven in the Springhill area
Springhill mine machinery

Springhill mine stamper

Springhill mine, steps that led to nowhere

From the mine, we followed Mt Wells Road to Burrundie's old railway station siding. The
station was part of the North Australia Railway, also known as the Palmerston to Pine Creek
railway, was a 3 ft 6 in (1,067 mm) narrow gauge railway which ran from Darwin to Birdum,
just south of Larrimah from 1889 to 1976. The Burrundie Cemetery is just down the road from
the siding. The Cemetery has 25 listed burials but the only visible graves were those of CW
Fitts, RM Murray and six year old Ruth Beckwith.
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Burrundie railway siding

Burrundie cemetery, grave of CW Fitts &
RM Murray

Lunch was at the Burrundie Railway Reservoir. This reservoir was constructed by C & E Millar
of Melbourne for the Palmerston to Pine Creek Railway 1889 to 1976. The reservoir sluice
gate and channels along with other remnants still remain at the site. Some of us walked the
new and old railway line to the Burrundie explosive magazine. Fiona and I went hunting for
artefacts until a bull with the hugest horns came bounding out of the bush. We subsequently
hightailed it back to the reservoir.

Burrundie explosive magazine
Photo courtesy Ian Anderson
Fiona Scott at the Burrundie Railway Reservoir sluice gate
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Our final stop was at abandoned Glencoe Station. We accessed the station via Ban Ban
Station, so there were a few gates to open and close. In 1877, Travers and Gibson were the
first to lease the station. Notable drover, Nat Buchanan arrived at the station with the first herd
of cattle in 1879. Glencoe was the first stocked station in the Top End. In 1881, the Station
was taken over by Fisher and Lyons and a homestead and buildings were constructed around
1882. In 1890, the Station was acquired by Lawrie and Armstrong and then the Byrne family in
1910. The buildings were demolished before Vesteys bought the station in 1920.
We canvassed the rocky knoll looking for any signs that buildings had existed on the site. We
managed to find a well that had been lined with rocks, the odd piece of metal and iron, and
lots of small pieces of broken porcelain/china and glass.

Glencoe Station c.1882-1910

Glencoe Station billabong. The homestead overlooked
the billabong

Bev Phelts closing one of the gates that led to Glencoe
Station
Glencoe Station stone walled well

It was late afternoon and time to head back to Darwin. We all meet up again at Adelaide River
for a break and to say goodbye.
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Thanks
Big thanks to Matthew James and Brian Reid who undertook two reccie runs to make sure our
trip would be perfect.
Participants
Matthew James, Bev Phelts, Janie Mason, Ruth Kerr, Allan Mitchell, Ian Anderson, Eddie
Webber, Janet Leather, Brian & Lyn Reid, Fiona Scott, Julie Mastin, Penny Baird, Craig
Bellamy, Judy Boland, Patricia Konigsberg and Mike Aylward-Smith
Mechanical problems and flat tyres - Nil !!!
Wild Animals
Plenty of buffalo and donkeys in the area. One dingo circled the camp on the first night but
was chased off by Mary River Roadhouse staff.
Photographs
All the photographs, unless otherwise indicated, were provided by Bev Phelts
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Map of the area we travelled in
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