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F
our hundred kilometres south-east of 
Alice Springs, a cool breeze rustles 
yellow spinifex in the dry bed of the 
Hale River. Camel bells tinkle softly in 

the distance and bearded scientists chatter by a 
fire. Nearby, Andrew Harper busies himself among 
rows of saddle racks alongside canvas tarps, metal 
food crates, and an array of camping and scientific 
equipment. Beyond, the great dunefield of the 
Simpson Desert stretches to Queensland. 

It’s a scene reminiscent of the great inland 
explorations of the 19th century. And that’s 
precisely the point, according to Andrew, the 
founder of Australian Desert Expeditions. “We 
are literally the living link to the Burke and Wills 
expedition of 157 years ago,” he says, loading jerry 
cans of water on to a saddle rack. For more than 
20 years Andrew has spent his winters walking the 
vast Australian inland, amassing more than 18,000 
kilometres across all nine of the country’s major 
deserts. For the past decade, the Simpson has been 
his focus. He’s crossed its dunes 12 times. 

Initially focused on commercial tours with the 
Outback Camel Company – the business he took 
over from legendary bushie Rex Ellis – Andrew 
shifted eight seasons ago to scientific exploration, 
because, he says, there is no better way to 
understand the subtleties of desert ecology. “You 
can have a fleet of LandCruisers and scientists 
and follow a road into the desert and camp where 
hundreds of people have been before,” Andrew 
says. “Or you can load up your pack animals and 
walk where scientists have never walked before and 
discover something completely different.”

Later in the morning the 53-year-old reflects on 
what the desert has taught him. “After a few months 
out here you’re in your own world, because nothing 

else matters, and the concept of time is completely 
different,” he says. “You’re in your own time zone, 
which is very peaceful, calm and tranquil – there’s no 
other way it can be.” 

Andrew admits that it’s becoming increasingly 
difficult for him to return to modern society. “Your 
body comes home, but your mind’s still out there, and 
it always will be,” he says. “You don’t ever fully come 
back from the desert.”

Although the desert has become the focus of his 
life, things could have turned out so very differently. 
Growing up in Deniliquin, the youngest of four 
children, Andrew recalls a childhood of carefree 
exploration. “My mates and I would disappear for 
the entire day and the rule was you came home at 
dark or when you were hungry – whatever happened 
first – and as long as we didn’t float away up the river, 
my parents weren’t worried,” he says, referring to his 
father Ian, a doctor, and mother Jean, a nurse. “It’s 
an amazing amount of freedom, really, but it was just 
normal.” He also spent plenty of time at the Boonoke 
sheep stud, where his godfather, Basil Clapman, was 
the studmaster for F.S. Falkiner and Sons. “He was 
one of the country’s great sheep men,” says Andrew, 
recalling his own early affection for the wool industry.

Following boarding school in Melbourne, 
Andrew headed north to take up his first job as a 
jackaroo on Kelso Station, east of Longreach, Qld, 
with Jon and Sue Sendall. “I thought sitting on a 
motorbike behind a mob of sheep was fantastic, 
because you were free, you weren’t crowded in by 
people or the landscape,” he says. It was there he 
saw a sign, quite literally, that would eventually 
change his life. “There’s a back road that runs 
through Kelso to Ilfracombe, and the council had 
a sign that said Tropic of Capricorn. I’d pass that 
sign when I went from the woolshed to the back 
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Andrew (centre) with cameleer Lindsay Cole 
and expedition leader Max Tischler.

paddocks, and I clearly remember thinking, ‘I wonder where 
that goes’, and I thought, ‘I’ll have to follow that one day’.” 

But not immediately. A bout of viral meningitis in 1984 
flattened the young jackaroo not long after his 21st birthday. 
“I was outside in the evening and distinctly remember 
being bitten by mosquitoes and then at two o’clock in 
the morning I woke screaming in pain, as if someone was 
jackhammering into my head.” After three months bedridden 
in Deniliquin, unable to continue with the physical work of 
the wool industry, Andrew moved to Melbourne and studied 
agribusiness. After that he landed a job at Boonoke and once 
again embraced the industry he loved. Wool was booming 
and Andrew saw a long career in sheep ahead of him. But, 
at the end of 1989, he was again struck down by illness. This 
time the prognosis was again viral meningitis, but overlaid 
with Ross River Fever and chronic fatigue. 

In 1991, still feeling the effects of his illnesses, Andrew 
set off for Europe and Africa. It was there, in the deserts of 
Morocco, that thoughts of the Tropic of Capricorn resurfaced. 
“I saw some camels and I thought, ‘Of course, camels across 
Australia’,” he says. “I hadn’t thought about it until then; it 
was like the thought had just been waiting for a flag, and I 
remember thinking, ‘Ok, I’ll do that’.”

In 1992, on a trip through Central Australia, he came 
across a Rex Ellis brochure. “I picked it up from the Alice 
Springs information centre and I stuck it in the glove box 
of the Hilux and headed off,” he says. A year later, having 
decided to cross the continent with camels, he dug out the 
brochure and headed for Morgan, SA, to meet Rex. Arriving 
out of the blue, he introduced himself and explained his 
interest in camels. “Rex listened and replied, ‘No worries, 



52 53

A n d r e w  H a r p e r

CLOCKWISE FROM RIGHT: 
Australian Desert Expeditions 

camp site on the dry bed of 
the Hale River; Andrew at 

the sign near Ilfracombe, Qld, 
when he made his f irst Tropic 
of Capricorn journey in 1999;  

Andrew waters his camels.

would you like to come across the Simpson?’ It was that 
simple. Rex is that sort of bloke,” Andrew laughs. 

The following May, just weeks after the death of his 
mother, Andrew left for Alice Springs. “I’d never met 
a camel before,” he says. “But if you’ve managed cattle 
or horses or sheep or dogs, you can manage camels; it’s 
about adjusting, working out how they think so you 
can think like them.” He returned again the following 
season. And finally, in 1999, he made the journey 
alone with his camels along the Tropic of Capricorn 
across Australia. The 4637km expedition took seven 
months, with 186 days walking, 84 of those without 
seeing anyone. After that, Andrew knew returning to a 
‘normal’ life was out of the question.

In 2002, he and fellow explorer Kieran Kelly walked 
across the Tanami Desert, linking the 1856 and 1860 
routes of explorers John Stuart and Augustus Gregory. In 
2015, Andrew was awarded the Medal of the Order of 
Australia (OAM) for his service to environmental science, 
research and adventure tourism. He’s spent the past seven 
seasons building a team of scientists and cameleers, many 

who cross between the two, to create a business that 
can continue without him. “The underlying thread is 
continuing the cameleering heritage,” he says.

Adventure tourism pioneer Rex Ellis remembers clearly 
a young bloke arriving out of the blue at his home more 
than two decades ago to ask about camels. “He rocked up 
in a Toyota ute with a couple of dogs in the back,” Rex 
says. “I’d never met him before but I just thought the way 
he looked after his dogs, he can’t be such a bad bloke, so I 
invited him in for a feed and he spent the night.” Once in 
the desert, Rex says Andrew showed an immediate affinity 
for the camels. “Like me, he has an absolute passion for 
them, and I could see that right from the start.” 

Chief ecologist and co-director of Australian Desert 
Expeditions, Max Tischler, says it wasn’t until he met 
Andrew in 2010 that he learnt the value of walking 
with camels. “Once you start walking the landscape 
it’s a relationship and an intimacy you develop with 
the country that you can’t get just driving through 
it.” He says Andrew’s dedication to the heritage of 
cameleering is what sets him apart. “To be able to 
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come out here and experience the desert, like this, it 
wouldn’t be possible without someone as driven and 
as passionate as Andrew is about this country and 
wanting to understand it and explore it.” 

For Andrew, having people like Max around him 
is crucial. “You’re a product of the environment you 
live and work in, whether you’re a camel or a sheep or 
a human,” he says. “If you’re surrounded by positive, 
inspirational and motivated people then that’s the 
world you’re in and it rubs off on you.”

Almost two decades on from his Australian Tropic 
of Capricorn crossing, Andrew is embarking on stage 
two of his dream to follow the line around the world: 
crossing South America on foot. The 4000km, six-
month odyssey will take him from the Pacific coast of 
Chile, over the Andes, across Argentina and Paraguay, 

to the Atlantic coast of Brazil. Andrew says there’s no 
clear reason why, other than why not? “I’m very time 
conscious, I’m very aware of the passing of time, and I 
realise now that this is a big thread of everything I have 
done,” he says. “It’s very easy to think I’m going to do 
that one day, but I’m very aware that ‘one day’ may not 
come, especially as I still have to manage the ongoing 
chronic fatigue situation.”

Sipping on billy tea by the camp fire, Andrew says 
the desert can teach all of us something. “There’s a 
tendency in our culture today that you have to be 
always doing something – there’s a great obsession 
with being busy,” he says. “But what’s wrong with 
just doing one thing, or doing no things? Slowness is 
healthy – it’s not a waste of time to sit quietly on top 
of a sand dune and do nothing.” 
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Andrew leads a string 
of camels through the 
dunes and into the 
Simpson Desert.
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