
Oasis in the wind 
 
After travelling for hours through the darkest night I have ever known, we arrive in 
Tennant Creek. It is billed as an oasis, and the bus station is a pool of yellow light. 
There is a wind in the palms, but I am not sure the trees are native here. 
 
The coach door opens with a sigh of relief but even now, at 2am, the atmosphere 
surprises me. It strikes like a hot fist, so hard I am almost stopped on the aluminium 
stair. Across the bitumen rushes the angry language of a brawl, but I cannot make out 
the people involved. 
 
I tense up like a telephone cable straining under the news of the day, and nervously 
wait on the grey concrete apron for my luggage. One of the voices in the gusting wind 
of my ever-blowing mind is my mother, and another is that of a new friend I made in 
Alice Springs just two days ago. My new friend is knowledgeable beyond his possible 
experience, telling me Tennant is nothing like Alice. Mother I hear in her cramped but 
spotless kitchen, insisting I pack a jumper because she saw on TV that the desert may 
be freezing at night time. She is telling me never to travel alone in these wild regions, 
and getting testy through an anxiety she is trying to conceal.  
 
My red backpack looks lonely on the stained concrete apron of the bus depot, and it 
seems to point me out. Though I do not feel comfortable, slowly I sense that the group 
talking against the wall are relaxed. The argument across the street takes a break. A 
road train, four tankers loaded with fuel, rumbles past. I look around, and wonder 
where I can safely await the sun.  
 
The main street does not seem like the right place, so I start walking. Only two blocks 
west, and the desert begins. The light of innumerable stars begins to penetrate the 
lonely town’s bubble of light. The milky way is awesome out here, so I quickly forget 
the street. 
 
My new friend was wrong. Tennant is like a mini version of Alice. The same red hills, 
the same spinifex grass. There is even a gap in the hills through which the road 
vanishes into the unknown. There are the same people arguing in the heat of 
drunkenness. And mother was wrong as well: I checked the weather on the internet 
before leaving. I deposited the jumper with my father at the airport when she wasn’t 
looking. 
 
Already I understand why they call this place an oasis in the brochure. Slowly it 
dawns on me, a flicker of insight into the courage of the surveyor Tennant, and of the 
calloused handful of white men who first visualised a track through the red centre. 
And of the people who lived in telegraph stations so far apart it is almost 
unimaginable today. No mobile phones to text your sister almost instantly, or send 
photos back to your parents; no way of knowing if they were even alive. 
 
A harsh land it may be, an angry-seeming town it might seem, but no matter what the 
water tastes like, or how the camels I imagine might slobber, it is only here in places 
like Tennant Creek that a backpacker from London would stand a chance of surviving 
the desert.  


