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It’s not all mining and 
transport in Port Hedland. 
There’s history, culture 
and nature to explore. 
Artwork at the Spinifex 
Hill Studios is colourful 
and interesting. It's a 
unique opportunity to see 
Aboriginal artists from sev-
eral communities at work. 
The bird life is diverse; 
flatback turtles nest on the 
beach and a there’s a wide 
variety of fish.

Located around 1800 
kilometres north west of 
Perth, Port Hedland was 
once named Mangrove 
Harbour. Later it became 
Port Hedland, after Captain 
Lars Peter Hedlund. It’s known 
by the Kariyarra people as 
Marapikurrinya.

In winter it is an interesting 
place for ‘grey nomads’ and 
other holiday makers to escape. 
It’s much warmer than southern 
Australia and offers much to see.

In WW2, the Japanese 
bombed Port Hedland, killing 
one person. The Japanese were 
on the lookout for a secret 
RAAF base. It remained a secret 
as it was not at Port Hedland, 
but located south-east at 
Corunna Downs.

The Pilbara Ports Authority 
claims that Port Hedland is 
‘Australia’s largest export port 
by annual throughput’. It is the 
largest bulk minerals port in the 
world. The main export is iron 
ore.

It’s fascinating to watch the 
ships being loaded in the port. 
There are many that wait their 
turn a few kilometres off the 
coast.

Exports usually go to China, 
Indonesia, Japan, Korea, the 
Philippines, Taiwan and China.

Local man Phil Smeaton runs 
a ‘Twilight Industry Tour’. It’s 

a great way of learning about 
the Port, the history and daily 
operations. Phil is an expert. He 
knows the statistics, what trucks 
are carrying (eg: iron ore, salt, 
copper, manganese), the length 
of the iron ore trains (around 
235 carriages), the location of 
BHP, Fortescue Metals and Roy 
Hill berths – to name but a few 
of the insights we learned on the 
tour.

At the end of the tour Phil 
treats our group to cold drinks. 
This gives us time to watch the 
spectacular sunset.

Phil also runs a ‘Salt Eco 
Tour’ to the salt pond system. 
The ponds are located around 30 
kilometres from Port Hedland.

On the way to the salt ponds, 
Phil tells us about the bush 
foods that grow nearby. There 
are native cucumbers that look 
like paddy melons (but taste like 
green cucumbers) and medicine 
plants that grow wild. It’s said 
that one of them lessened a 
local’s eczema. There’s also a 
bark that, when chewed, is like 
an anaesthetic. And don't forget 
a bush onion that's said to be 
delicious.

The salt produced is not for 

the table, but for commercial 
use, with the chemical industry 
using most of it. Food manu-
facturers use around 20%.  

Back on the outskirts of Port 
Hedland, we stand looking at 
the salt mountains. On one of 
the salt mountains, a bulldozer 
is spreading the salt out. Down 
on the salt flats a machine 
is pumping salt into trucks. 
Cyclones affect salt produc-
tion, but the piles of salt are 
usually not affected - due to 
their hard crust.

You may be fortunate to see 
the ‘Staircase to the Moon’. 
It’s a natural spectacle that 
occurs when a full moon 
reflects the mudflats at low 

tide. The light looks like a ‘gold-
en staircase’ up to the moon.

The winter months are also a 
good time to visit Marble Bar, 
located around two hours from 
Port Hedland. The town tem-
perature gauge showed 23.6C 
the day we visited – a relief to 
their summer temperatures in the 
40’s. 

In Marble Bar the well-known 
aviator, Sir Charles Kingsford-
Smith, married for the first time. 
It's said that he spent his hon-
eymoon night in Port Hedland. 
A newspaper report at the time 
said he was a pilot with W.A. 
Airways Ltd and stationed 
at Port Hedland. His bride, 
Thelma, came from a property 
out of Marble Bar.

Sir Charles may be surprised 
to learn that the Port Hedland 
airport has many commercial 
flights a week, including daily 
flights to Perth. There are less 
frequent flights to Bali and 
Brisbane. Over 350,000 people 
use the airport each year.  The 
Royal Flying Doctor Service 
also calls the airport home.

This part of Australia is 
a great place to warm up in 
winter.

The Weeks’ have visited over 200 locations around 
Australia to come up with the best Australia has to offer 
and included tips, the hotspots and local knowledge. 
Two editions of Where To Retire In Australia have 
proved popular with practical advice, tips, maps, great 
photographs and covers recreation, real estate, climate, 
shopping, dining, transport, retirement villages, pet 
ownership… to name but a few of the essential topics they 
cover. The enterprising couple have travelled thousands 
of kilometres around Australia to find the best retirement 
spots. 
  To purchase a copy visit www.where2now.net

This is Australia‘s number one 
retirement lifestyle book 

Jill Weeks 
is the author 
of 21 Ways 
To Retire and 
co-author 
of Where 
To Retire In 
Australia and 
Retire Bizzi.  

She is a regu-
lar contributor 
to ABC radio.
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Comet Gold Mine and Tourist Centre, Marble Bar

Cargill Salt Flats

The Marble Bar near Marble Bar

Cape Keraudren coastline east of Port Hedland

View from Town Observation Tower, in Port Hedland. 
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