Slightly off centre of the centre of Australia the parallel sand dunes of the Simpson Desert angle so precisely from northwest to southeast you can use them as a compass. There are more than a thousand of these ridges of talcum-fine sand with the colour of paprika, and they can run from two hundred kilometers and tower 
thirty five meters. In the vast broad swales between them hover scattered clouds of smoky greens and yellows – the cane grass and gnarled mulga trees that survive year after year on rainfall that would not make a mug of tea. Then again, the driest desert of the continent can flood. When rains push into and over usually barren
riverbeds, dormant seeds and tubers rise in ephemeral meadows. Gesturing toward a landscape that looked like Mars a woman told me that she had seen that country purple with flowers. The desert was one of the last areas of Australia to be mapped and had no official name until the first third of the twenties century. It
had been mapped, in effect, long before by Aborigines, who learnt how to exploit the bounty of its sporadic rains. And until the turn of the century the Wangkangurru people actually lived in the dune fields – drinking from claypans during wet times, and then falling back on a line of shallow wells. But like most of the
Aboriginal inhabitants of the desert, the whites who brought cattle here in the mid of the nineteenth century settled on the periphery of the dunes, as if around a great sandy lake. Today this border community is a world of vast cattle stations and a few small towns founded on the cornerstones of outback society.
Only about fifteen hundred people live along asymmetrical circuit

of some two thousand kilometers. Everyone knows one another, know of one another, or have some acquaintance in common. Maybe some of them are not getting along, maybe they are having a bit of a drama. But as one man swore, punctuating his oath with a beer, 
even if people were not speaking to each other, they would help each other out of trouble. This is a land where you work hard and do not always get much to show for it. It is a land where you recognize people by their hats as much as by their faces. And it is a land of dirt roads where people do not hesitate to drive

hundreds of kilometers on modified cattle trails – for a party. Driving any road here is a good way to get into trouble. Carrying two spare tires is absolutely prudent, especially in summer, when road temperature can exceed sixty degrees and tires just explode. Yet the roads have been improved tremendously in recent years.
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