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The very name of this inland highway stirs the wanderlust in most 
outback travellers’ veins. A highway in name only it crosses the 
very heart of our country from Victory Downs near Kulgera on the 
Stuart Highway, right across the boundary of South Australia and the 
Northern Territory, then virtually halfway across Western Australia to 
Carnegie Station near Wiluna. Built by legendary outback road maker 
Len Beadell it carries the name of his Gunbarrel Road Construction 
Party with pride. This is a rugged and harsh track these days and, whilst 
it does not boast some of the more beautiful and scenic locations that 
many of our other Outback tracks offer, it remains a must drive road on 
any true desert travellers list. 

The Tour
Starting at Victory Downs, which is just 24 kilometres west of the Stuart Highway 
( just over the South Australian border in the Northern Territory), this section 
of the Gunbarrel Highway is known as Mulga Park Road. From Victory Downs 
to Mulga Park, there are no permits as you travel this section of track which 
is within the boundaries of Victory Downs Station. The road here is good by 
outback standards, wide and regularly graded — it’s easy to maintain 60 kph or 
more. The road is not real straight however as it meanders over the undulating 
countryside, dipping through dry creek beds and curving around rocky hills. Any 
gates encountered should be left as found, although most of these have been 
replaced by cattle grids now. 
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The Gunbarrel Highway

At Mulga Park it is not possible to continue along the 
original Gunbarrel Highway. The section of Gunbarrel 
Highway between Mulga Park and Surveyor General’s 
Corner, the border corner of South Australia, Northern 
Territory and Western Australia, is strictly off limits. Instead 
turn north and continue for 67 kilometres, passing the 
impressive Mt Conner on your way to the Lasseter Highway. 

Once on the sealed Lasseter Highway follow it west to 
Yulara. This does of course give you the opportunity to 
visit Uluru (Ayers Rock) and Kata Tjuta (The Olgas), there 
is a $25 fee to visit these iconic scenic locations. If you’re 
not visiting Uluru and just passing through, there is no fee, 
however, ensure that you have your free permit to transit 
the Tjukaruru Road to the Western Australian border (see 

Vic’s view
The Gunbarrel Highway is a track that most four-wheel drivers aspire to drive at some stage. I’m glad I have 
achieved it but it is not a track that I would rush back to drive again. It is a hard slog in many places and I 
would rate it as - of the tracks described in this book - the one most likely to cause damage to my vehicle. 
Years of neglect has resulted in a track that in places is not even a vehicle width wide, gaping washouts that lie 
in wait for a lapse in concentration and those horrendous corrugations. The corrugations I experienced on the 
abandoned section of the Gunbarrel Highway would easily rate as the worst I have ever encountered in over 30 
years of outback travel. Despite this dire warning, if you love the outback and touring around it, the Gunbarrel 
Highway is near the top of the list of must visit routes. 

Len Beadell’s  
‘gunbarrel’ highways
Len Beadell was a surveyor in the army and during the 
latter part of his employ he was asked to survey a site for 
a town in the middle of nowhere, deep in the Australian 
outback. This town was of course Woomera and the story 
is related in the Anne Beadell Highway section. 

Len formed a road construction team consisting of the 
following men:

Len Beadell•	 , the lead man in his trusty Landrover.

Doug Stoneham•	 , who drove the D6 Caterpillar 
bulldozer behind Len, clearing the scrub and often 
being	guided	only	by	Len	reflecting	the	sun	off	a	mirror	
or	shooting	a	flare.	

Scotty Boord•	 , who followed in his Number 12 
Caterpillar grader, smoothing out the cleared section 
and making it look like a road.

Bill Lloyd•	 , their long distance driver, who brought their 
supplies, fuel and water back and forth over the freshly 
made highways.

Ron Rutherford•	 , who drove a second Landrover, 
assisted	with	setting	camp	and	cleared	any	final	debris	
that fell back across the highway after the dozer and 
grader had done their work.

Rex Flaxton•	 , the all-important motor mechanic.

Tom Roberts•	 , the most important man of all, for he was 
the cook!

These seven men toiled for many lonely years across the 
outback, not only constructing the Gunbarrel Highway but 
all the other Beadell highways over the decade between 
1953 and 1964. It was tough work, particularly so for 
Len who, out front in his Landrover, would often be away 
from the main camp for several days at a time. When you 
drive the Gunbarrel Highway, or any of Len’s roads, you 
soon get an appreciation of just how hard this country is 
to drive through. Imagine no roads whatsoever, with Len 
pushing through the mulga in his Landrover, frequently 

staking tyres and having to repair them with just his hand 
tools.	Up	to	16	flats	per	day	were	experienced	in	the	heat,	
cold and dust of this unforgiving land.

Len named his crew the Gunbarrel Road Construction 
Party because he tried to construct his roads ‘straight 
as a Gunbarrel’. Over shorter distances this wasn’t hard 
to achieve, given that Len would stand on a high point 
often	many	kilometres	ahead	of	Doug	and	reflect	the	
sun	or	shoot	a	flare	-	all	Doug	then	did	was	drive	in	a	
straight line towards that point. This is partly why many 
of Len’s highways pass by stony outcrops, small ranges 
and high points. It’s also because, despite Len’s penchant 
for straight roads, that he also wanted to make them as 
interesting as possible. These high points were often the 
only	break	in	the	monotonous	flat	country	through	which	
they travelled. 

Construction of the Gunbarrel Highway was carried out 
between 1955 and 1958. It was not constructed all in 
one section, but rather in three separate sections that 
eventually joined with each other. During the intervening 
times, Len was assigned other locations to build his roads 
and town sites. 

The original Gunbarrel Highway stretched from Victory 
Downs to Carnegie Station and looking at a modern map 
you can see that it meanders a little north and south so 
it is not strictly straight as a gunbarrel. But over its entire 
length,	which	is	in	excess	of	1300	kilometres,	there	are	
many long straight sections of dusty gravel and formed 
earth road. Much of the original Gunbarrel Highway now 
crosses aboriginal land to which no or restricted access is 
permitted to the tourist. In fact, 283 kilometres is strictly 
off limits whilst access to much of the remainder requires 
a permit. Also, sadly, Len’s great Gunbarrel Highway bears 
little resemblance to the original wide stretch of road that, 
although unsealed, could easily carry large trucks. Today 
much of it is barely the width of a vehicle and paintwork 
and wing mirrors take quite a pounding.

Uluru is one of Australia’s major tourist attractions
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The Gunbarrel Highway

the Contacts section for details on how to get this permit).

On leaving the entry station at Uluru, the road remains 
sealed all the way to Kata Tjuta, another fantastic sight 
amongst desert oaks in these seemingly endless sand 
plains. From the turn-off to these large rocky monoliths 
the road to the west becomes unsealed. This is a beautiful 
drive, continuing through large groves of desert oaks with 
the occasional stark white trunk of a ghost gum. The most 
stunning aspect of the scenery, however, is the backdrop of 
the beautiful Petermann Ranges. Often featured by outback 
artists, the temptation to make numerous photographic 
stops to record the amazing colours of this low range of hills 
is irresistible. 

Forty kilometres before reaching Docker River is the access 
road (on your left) to Lasseter ’s cave. Lewis Harold Bell 
Lasseter	had	led	an	expedition	into	the	centre	to	rediscover	
the ‘gold reef’ he claimed to have found 30-odd years 
before. He was reportedly a sullen and erratic companion 
and his party eventually broke up leaving him searching 

alone, in summer, with precious few provisions. After his 
camels escaped, he ended up sheltering in this small cave 
above the dry creek for around 25 days in January 1931. He 
was able to scoop small amounts of foul water from a hole 
he had dug in the blistering river sand, but on 25 January 
1931, he attempted to walk to Mount Olga hoping to meet 
up with a relief party. He died a few days later in Irving 
Creek only 55 kilometres back towards Mount Olga.

Just east of the Western Australian border is a turn-off to 
Docker River. Then once at the border, you need a permit 
to traverse the Great Central Road, this permit is free refer 
to the contacts section for details, towards Warakurna. Here 
there are basic supplies and all-important fuel, note: only 
diesel from this point on, as well as a campground. Just 
across the road is the Giles Weather Station and a visit is a 
must, not just because of the interesting notice boards and 
the chance to witness the daily weather balloon launch, 
but also to see some very important relics of the Gunbarrel 
Road Construction Party. Behind a protective cage is the 

Town Facilities

Town    
Carnegie Station D/P l l l l l

Kulgera D/P/A l l l l l l l l l l l

Tjukayirla Roadhouse D/P l l l l

Warakurna D l l l l l l l l

Warburton D l l l l l l l l l l

Wiluna D/P l l l l l l l l l l l l l

Yulara D/P/A l l l l l l l l l l l l l

original grader that was driven by Scotty Boord and, in 
the small shed across the dusty car park, are some of the 
instruments used by Len together with a couple of his 
famous sketches. Len was a very talented man; not only was 
he a superb bushman and surveyor but he was an artist 
and author. He was one of the great bush story tellers and 
a listen to his wonderful CD, The Shepparton Talk, is most 
rewarding. It’s available online and from ABC shops.

It is possible to traverse some of the original Gunbarrel 
Highway between Warakurna and the Surveyor General’s 

Corner. Prior permission must be granted by the 
Ngaanyatjarra Council, and you must be accompanied to 
the Corner by a member of the Council. 

Sixteen	kilometres	west	of	Warakurna	is	another	section	of	
the original Gunbarrel Highway, known as the Abandoned 
or Old Gunbarrel Highway. This section of the highway is 
a nightmare section. Once again, you will be required to 
arrange a permit and you will be asked to agree in writing 
that you are undertaking this section of the Gunbarrel 
at your own risk and will not hold anyone liable for any 
damage or injury sustained on the track. You must also 
travel in convoy with at least one other vehicle (though no 
more	than	five)	and	must	carry	communications	equipment	
in the form of a satellite phone or HF radio.

The entrance to the Abandoned Gunbarrel Highway is easy 
to miss so, if you do go this way, keep a sharp lookout for 
a	narrow	overgrown	road	on	your	right	approximately	16	
kilometres from Warakurna. There may be a sign saying 
No through road but this is it! The highway is now barely 
a track through heavy undergrowth, this is where you will 
suffer paint damage and possibly lose a mirror or UHF radio 
aerial. The track is dotted with deep washouts and your 
travel speed will be reduced to a crawl. When you are not 
dodging gaping washouts you will be contending with giant 
corrugations, this road never receives any maintenance and 
as mentioned earlier I rate it as the worst road I have ever 
driven. You need to endure this for 260 kilometres to Jackie 
Junction, named by Len Beadell after one of his daughters. 
At Jackie Junction you must turn right and proceed west, 
from this junction there is no access to Warburton. 

Start: Kulgera, South Australia
End: Wiluna, Western Australia
Trek standard: Moderate
Recommended time: 7 days
Fuel and supplies: Kulgera, Yulara, Warakurna, 
Warburton, Carnegie, Wiluna, Tjukayirla
Longest distance between fuel: 720 
kilometres, between Warakurna and Carnegie
Maps: NATMAP 1:250 000 scale – Kulgera  
SG53-05, Uluru/Ayers Rock SG52-08,  
Petermann Ranges SG52-07, Rawlinson SG52-02, 
Scott SG52-06, Cobb SG52-01, Bentley SG52-05, 
Browne SG51-08, Yowalga SG51-12, Herbert  
SG53-01, Robert SG51-11, Stanley SG51-06, 
Kingston SG51-10, Wiluna SG51-09
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Mount Connor is passed on the Mulga Park road

Sue and wife Anne Beadell are slowly disappearing. The 
highway, still a goat track in real terms, passes through the 
Sutherland Range before approaching Mt Beadell. Around 
here the mulga trees are quite tall and you don’t see this 
rocky outcrop until you are almost at the turn-off to it. 
Park here and take the short walk to the top of the orange 
rock	outcrop	and	you’ll	find	a	fitting	memorial	to	the	great	
Len Beadell. Behind a cyclone wire fence is a replica of the 
theodolite that Len used to navigate and survey his way 
across one of the most remote places in the world. Bush 
camping is possible at the base of Mt Beadell, where Len 
himself	once	camped.	You	will	also	find	numerous	bush	
campsites scattered along the highway.

From here the track traverses the Gibson Desert Nature 
Reserve and crosses over the low Browne Range before 
coming to Everard Junction where the Gary Highway joins 
from the north. The Gary was constructed by Len Beadell in 
1963 and named after his son, who was born in that year. 

This is another wonderful desert track, it heads due north 
for over 300 kilometres through the Gibson Desert to join 
the Gary Junction Road. 

Old windmill and water tanks on the Abandoned  
Gunbarrel Highway
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The highway between Jackie Junction and its junction with the 
Heather Highway passes through the Todd Range, providing 
some	welcome	rocky	hill	relief	to	the	flat,	mulga-covered	
plains.	Here	there	are	always	loads	of	beautiful	wild	flowers	to	
be seen along the track with the bright yellow of the honey 
grevillea being dominant. The Heather Highway Junction is 
the meeting point of the Abandoned Gunbarrel Highway and 
the more commonly used Gunbarrel Highway access.

If you had decided not to travel along the Abandoned 
Gunbarrel Highway from Warakurna, you will continue along 
the Great Central Road for 229km to Warburton, where fuel 
and basic suppliers are available.

From Warburton it is a further 36km south-west along 
the Great Central Road to the Heather Highway access 
track. This section of the Heather Highway, as mentioned 
is the more commonly used access track to the Gunbarrel 
Highway and whilst it is heavily corrugated and can be 
badly rutted after rain, is generally a better road than the 
Abandoned section. Constructed by the Hunt Oil Company, 
the Heather Highway was named after Heather Hewitt, the 
daughter of the superintendent at Warburton.

At 85km along the Heather Highway is its junction with the 
Gunbarrel Highway, and the track on the east here is the 
Abandoned section of the highway.

From this junction of the Heather Highway and the 
Abandoned Gunbarrel Highway, the Gunbarrel Highway 
proceeds west. Shown on maps, eleven kilometres from 
the junction, is a tree that bears one of Len’s many 
handmade markers. Sadly, over the years many of these 
have been souvenired by disrespectful travellers and 
even the replica markers installed by his daughter Connie Wildflowers seen along the Mulga Park Road
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The Gunbarrel Highway

The Gunbarrel continues its relentless push to the west from 
Everard Junction and, after 30 kilometres, passes the now 
faint track of the Hunt Oil Road to the south, which is heavily 
overgrown in parts and receives no maintenance. The 
Geraldton Bore is near this junction, and makes for good 
camping.	The	next	major	point	of	interest,	and	possible	
challenge (not counting the corrugations and washouts), is 
the Mangkili Claypan. In dry times the highway goes straight 
across the claypan but there is also a deviation track around 
it that must be taken if it is wet. There are a couple of good 
campsites along this deviation.

On the western side of the claypan are crossroads, where 
the Eagle Highway proceeds to the north and the David 
Carnegie Road to the south. The David Carnegie Road 

leads 245km south to the Great Central Road where the 
welcoming Tjukayirla Roadhouse is located 15km east of its 
junction, where there are fuel, great meals and camping with 
hot showers. Back on the Gunbarrel the track surface takes 
a turn for the better, leaving behind the narrow, overgrown 
sections, deep washouts and mind numbing corrugations. 
Before you know it the grounds of Carnegie Station appear. 
Their camping area also has hot showers and, if needed, 
you can get fuel from the station, they can even assist with 
any emergency repairs that, after such an arduous track, 
you	are	likely	to	need.	This	marks	the	official	end	of	the	
Gunbarrel Highway as constructed by Len Beadell, although 
some maps show it continuing for another 340 kilometres to 
the outback town of Wiluna.
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The Gunbarrel Highway

Access
This trek commences at Victory Downs just south of 
Kulgera on the Stuart Highway in the Northern Territory 
and concludes at Wiluna in Western Australia. Numerous 
permits are required, including two permits to travel on 
the Great Central Road between Uluru and Laverton. 
These are available online with one from the Central Land 
Council in the Northern Territory and the other from 
the Aboriginal Lands Trust in Western Australia. If you 
wish to visit Surveyor General’s Corner you also need to 
contact the Ngaanyatjarra Council. Permits for Surveyor 
General’s Corner cost $100 per vehicle plus $25 per 
person (as at 2011). An escort/guide will accompany you 
out to the corner. A separate application has to be made 
for the Abandoned (Old) Gunbarrel Highway from the 
Ngaanyatjarra Council.

Driving Conditions
The route described varies from good gravel roads to 
overgrown and washed out sections that have not seen any 
maintenance in several years. The corrugations, particularly 
on the Abandoned Gunbarrel section, are the worst you are 
ever likely to encounter and no vehicle speed can make the 
drive comfortable!

Permits
Ngaanyatjarra Council 
PO	Box	644 
Alice Springs NT 0871 
Tel: 08 8950 1711 
www.tjulyuru.com

Aboriginal Lands Trust WA 
Tel: 08 9235 8000 
www.dia.wa.gov.au 

Central Land Council NT 
Tel: 08 8951 6320 
www.clc.org.au

Where to stay
Ayers Rock campground 
Tel: 1300 134 044 
www.ayersrockresort.com.au

Warakurna Caravan Park 
Tel: 08 8956 7344

Warburton Caravan Park 
Tel: 08 8956 7656

Carnegie Station 
Tel: 08 9981 2991

Tjukayirla Roadhouse 
Tel: 08 9037 1108

Other contacts
Laverton Police 
Western Australia  
Tel:08 9031 1000 or 13 14 44

Warakurna Police 
Western Australia  
Tel: 08 8956 7099 

Campsite Facilities

Campsite    
Ayers Rock Campground l l l l l l l l l l l

Carnegie Station l l l l l l l l

Tjukayirla Roadhouse l l l l l l l l l l

Warakurna l l l l l l l l l l

Warburton l l l l l l l l l

The Abandoned Gunbarrel Highway is narrow and heavily corrugated

You need a well prepared four wheel drive to undertake a trip 
down the Gunbarrel Highway Lasseters Cave is found along the Tjukaruru Road


