
Sleepy Bethanga 

has a rich history 

 

 

Distance: Albury-Wodonga to Bethanga via Riverina Highway and Lake Road 

– 26.5-kilometres  

Travel time: 27 minutes 

Vehicle courtesy: Hyundai Automotive Australia   

  

 

TUCKED away in a valley in the rolling hills ‘up behind’ Lake Hume is the 

sleepy village of Bethanga, born during the gold-rush era and a survivor to this 

day. 

Bethanga was established in 1878 but prior to that gold miners were digging the 

area after reports of a find of alluvial gold in 1852.  

But it was not until 1876 that the discovery of a reef known as the Talgarno 

diggings led to the development of the Bethanga goldfields.  

Due to the nature of the gold-bearing quartz reef, the gold was difficult to 

extract, and the discovery of copper led to a change in focus and The Great 

Eastern Copper Smelting Works was opened in 1878.  

In the 1880s Bethanga was the biggest producer of copper in Victoria but the 

Bethanga today is a far cry from the Bethanga of yesteryear.  

In its heyday the town boasted two hairdresser-billiards rooms, two sweet 

shops, two grocery stores, a blacksmith, a bakery, a butchery, a drapery, a 

cobbler, two post offices and three churches.  

A general store, the Bethanga (Courthouse) Hotel, a memorial hall, two 

churches, a post office and a primary school are all that remain operative. 

The 'Gift' mine site is located south east of Kurrajong Gap lookout to the west 

of Bethanga township, while the site of Wallace’s Smelting Works is to the 

town’s north east. 

 



We went to check the little town out in a 2020 Hyundai Santa Fe Elite V6 seven 

seat SUV, as well as seeing first hand how the drought and lack of rain over its 

catchment has affected Lake Hume which, at the time of writing, was at 16.5 

per cent capacity. 

In other words: low.  

Taking the Santa Fe V6 for a drive around the lake’s foreshore is more than a 

stroll in the park, as this major inland waterway boasts 365 kilometres of 

shoreline. 

The drive at any time of the year is an exhilarating experience, especially as it is 

such a magnificent setting, and the winding roads around the lake provided an 

ideal venue for the Elite V6 to demonstrate just what it could do. 

The lake, which is located 15 kilometres east of the twin cities of Albury-

Wodonga, is estimated to hold approximately six times the volume of water in 

Sydney Harbour and has a surface area of 20.2 square kilometres.  

It is one very big puddle (puddle being the operative word now) and a great one 

to drive around, with half the drive being in New South Wales, the other half in 

Victoria. 

The Murray River represents the border between the two states, and it was just 

downstream from where the Mitta River flows into the Murray River that a dam 

was built to hold back water for irrigation, flood mitigation, water supply and 

hydropower.  

That dam is Hume Dam, the impounded reservoir Lake Hume, both named in 

honour of explorer Hamilton Hume who, with William Hovell, passed through 

the area in 1824. 

We had no intention of driving around the entire lake, but at least two thirds of 

it, which took me along parts of the Murray Valley Highway, the Murray River 

Road, the Riverina Highway and Lake Road and Springdale Road.  

A good test for this popular large SUV which, for model year 2020, has seen the 

previous naturally-aspirated 2.4-litre petrol four-cylinder engine replaced by a 

206kW/336Nm 3.5-litre V6 which is now mated to an eight-speed automatic, up 

from the six-speed auto offered with the 2.4-litre petrol. 

The reintroduction of the V6 and the dumping of the 2.4 ‘four’, gives the Santa 

Fe petrol line-up of Active, Elite and Highlander variants more grunt (up 

68kW/95Nm) and better driveability, but if you want your Santa Fe with diesel-

power, that is still available in the same model grades. 



Pricing for the V6, all front-wheel-drive, petrol range starts from $43,550 for 

the 3.5 Active, climbing to $51,550 for the as-tested 3.5 Elite, and onwards to 

$58,050 for the 3.5 all-bells-and-whistles 3.5 Highlander flagship. 

Diesel 2.2-litre auto all-wheel-drive variants are priced at $46,550, $54,550, and 

$61,050 respectively, plus on-road costs. 

To suit the new petrol powertrain, Hyundai engineers had to tinker with the 

Santa Fe’s suspension and adjust its ride and handling to suit local conditions, 

but most of the vehicle’s specification is unchanged, including the standard 

SmartSense safety suite with Forward Collision-Avoidance Assist, Smart Cruise 

Control with Stop and Go, Blind-Spot Collision Avoidance Assist and Rear 

Cross-Traffic Collision Avoidance Assist systems, Driver Attention Warning, 

High Beam Assist and Lane Keeping Assist. 

Hyundai claims a combined fuel usage of 10.6 litres per 100 kilometres for the 

V6, so it was our challenge to see if we could better it. 

After climbing into our magnetic force-coloured Elite at the vehicle’s 

Melbourne digs in the outer western suburb of Keilor Park, we headed north 

east along the mainly flat Hume Freeway which we knew would help our 

overall fuel figure after a week’s driving. 

As would our return journey along the same route. 

Winter is just around the corner but Lake Hume is still an inland water 

wonderland for those that love boating, yachting, water skiing and fishing, or 

just lazing the day away in one of the many caravan parks, holiday lets or 

camping spots dotted around it.  

Once back at home base of Albury-Wodonga it was time to go and check it all 

out in this more powerful Santa Fe. 

Our run out of Albury-Wodonga was along the Murray Valley Highway, 

skirting the lake's western, or Victorian, shoreline. 

The High Country Rail Trail runs parallel with the highway to the township of 

Tallangatta, crossing the Sandy Creek inlet arm of the lake over a reinstated 

railway bridge. 

The rail trail terminates just east of Old Tallangatta, but long-term plans are to 

push it all the way to Shelley.  

The Elite V6 loped along this flat section with ease as it passed by the old 

railway sidings of Bandiana, Bonegilla, Ebden and Huon, with the glistening 



lake to our left all the way to Tallangatta (which we bypassed), the town that 

moved in the late 1950s.  

Old Tallangatta was located a few kilometres upstream on the Tallangatta 

Creek, but a proposed expansion of the lake meant the town had to be relocated.  

When the lake is at low capacity, like now, you can still see the outline of the 

old town's streets from a lookout on the Murray Valley Highway above where 

the town once stood. 

Past the Omeo Highway turnoff and just east of Old Tallangatta, we turned left 

onto Lake Road which crosses the Tallangatta Creek and sweeps past the ghost 

town's old hospital and dairy factory.  

The road now got very interesting, bitumen turning to firmly-packed gravel all 

the way to Springdale Road which would take us into the old gold mining town 

of Bethanga.  

And it was on this section of road where the V6’s power and torque and 

suspension tweaks came into their own.  

Lake Road, whether approaching from the village of Bellbridge to the Bethanga 

turnoff, or from Old Tallangatta, in most part follows the shore of the lake, 

meaning twisting, windy and hilly sections of road that allowed us to give the 

V6 a full head of steam, the in-house eight-speed auto transmission working in 

tandem with the engine to keep everything on the boil and running smoothly. 

The auto transmission, which could be operated with paddle shifters, offered 

four drive modes – Comfort, Eco, Sport and Smart, but for the most part we left 

it in Comfort, engaging Sport for the fun bits.  

At all times the Elite V6 felt poised and well glued to the road and the 

suspension did not get too upset when confronted with the odd pothole, rut or 

corrugation.  

Even on the gravel section we were able to keep up a good clip, with the 

stability and traction control system more subtle in its intervention when we hit 

a greasy spot.  

Full marks to Hyundai's spanner people.  

Even the car's steering was spot-on, offering good turn-in, feedback and 

response, while we felt secure in the fact that we had a great set of brakes and 

all the latest driver and safety aids also working in our favour.  



The only running gear complaint came from the tyres which transmitted a dull 

drone to the cabin and showed up their grip limits on greasy surfaces. 

Bethanga presented many photo opportunities, but once done it was off to the 

other side of the hills which surround it. 

The climb out of Bethanga to Kurrajong Lookout which affords stunning views 

back across the town and of Lake Hume, is steep, but the Elite’s new powertrain 

did it easily, with plenty in reserve as we wheeled into the lookout carpark.  

With photos locked away, it was time to sit on one of the many seats scattered 

around the lookout/picnic area and reflect on just how good the V6 Elite had 

been to date.  

It had run up the Hume Freeway from Melbourne with ease, the engine and auto 

gearbox working as one to keep fuel consumption to a minimum. 

The engine had plenty of punch for overtaking, was torquey enough to tackle 

the steep bits and, tyres aside, the Elite cruised quite peacefully.  

In an attempt to woo buyers, Hyundai has even loaded its entry Active model 

with a lot of tasty goodies, such as a 7-inch multimedia system, Apple CarPlay 

and Android Auto compatibility, three USB charging ports, rear park assist and 

rear view camera, a 3.5-inch TFT LCD instrument cluster, remote fold second 

row seats, a walk-in switch on the second row to access the third row, an 

electronic park brake, Bluetooth connectivity, a tilt and telescopic steering 

wheel, and smart cruise control. 

Above the Active’s comprehensive standard kit, the Elite gets 18-inch alloy 

wheels, front and rear parking sensors, leather appointed seats and cabin trim, 

an 8-inch sat-nav system, Infinity 10-speaker premium audio, smart power 

tailgate, smart key with push-button start, rear door window sunshades, dual-

zone climate control with auto defogging, glovebox cooling, and solar control 

glass with rear privacy glass. 

The Elite’s comfortable, roomy and functional cabin was very Teutonic, and it 

came well fitted out with power adjustable driver and front passenger seats, a 

front centre console storage box with 12-volt outlet, a large lidded bin between 

the front seats, a rear seat centre fold down armrest, rear air vents and two USB 

outlets, plus there was an overhead sunglasses holder. 

Leg and headroom up front were very good, but leg room in the second and 

third rows were a tad tight.  



A big plus for the Santa Fe was its generous boot which could be expanded 

from 547 litres to 1625 litres by laying the 50:50 (third row and 60:40 second 

row) split/fold seats down.  

And under the boot floor lived a full-size spare wheel.  

With more of Lake Hume's shoreline to conqueror it was back on board and aim 

the Elite’s nose at what holds back this massive volume of water - Hume Dam.  

To get to the dam wall - meaning crossing into New South Wales - we had to 

find a crossing place, of which there are two; the Wymah Ferry which was well 

upstream of where we were, or the heritage-listed Bethanga Bridge, a 752-metre 

steel truss bridge opened in 1930.  

This nine span bridge, which connects the Riverina Highway to Victoria's Great 

River Road (formerly Murray River Road), is a landmark for those flying into 

or out of Albury Airport.  

Once across the bridge it was onto Hume Weir Village and the Hume Dam 

itself.  

Built between 1919 and 1936, the dam, with its 29 spillways, is the largest on 

the Murray River and stands 51 metres, with a length of 1615 metres.  

It is one of the region's largest tourist attractions and while you can no longer 

drive across it, you can walk the dam wall to get a better look of the lake, the 

Murray River downstream, and of the power station. 

Leaving the dam, we headed back to Victoria, crossing Heywood Bridge 

downstream of the dam wall and stopped by the forlorn site of what was once 

the Hume Weir Motor Racing Circuit that closed in 1977. 

The 1.6-kilometre circuit was built in a disused quarry used by the dam builders 

and was opened in 1959.  

Sir Jack Brabham and Roy Salvadori competed there, as did the big names of 

Australian motor sport: Norm Beechey, Bob Jane, Spencer Martin, Peter Brock, 

Peter Manton, Jim McKeown, Alan Hamilton, the Geoghegan brothers - Pete 

and Ian - Bob Morris, Frank Matich, Alan Moffat, Peter Larner, Adam Macrow 

and a host of others.  

The lap record of 42.7 seconds was set by Alfie Costanzo driving a Birrana 

during the third round of the 1975 Australian Formula 2 Championship.  

Ah, memories of times reporting on races there over the years.  

Not far from the circuit is the Bonegilla Migrant Experience.  



Bonegilla Migrant Reception and Training Centre was set up after World War II 

when millions of people seeking a new start - and peace - set sail for Australia. 

The camp comprised 24 blocks.  

It had its own churches, banks, sporting fields, cinema, hospital, police station 

and railway platform. 

New arrivals lived there while they were processed and allocated jobs.  

Bonegilla became the largest and longest operating reception centre in the post-

war era.  

More than 300,000 migrants passed through its doors between 1947 and 1971.  

One in 20 Australians have links to Bonegilla through parents, brothers, sisters, 

uncles, aunts or grandparents.  

Today, Block 19 is all that remains of the original site.  

The Bonegilla Migrant Experience brings to life the stories and experiences of 

these people, and their family's contribution to the formation of Australia's 

multicultural society.  

History abounds around or near the lake and for those that want to drive its 

entirety you need a full day to do it in. 

For those spending most of their drive time in city or suburban traffic, the Santa 

Fe, despite its hefty dimensions, is an easy vehicle to manoeuvre, thanks to its 

short overhangs, tight-ish 11.42-metre turning circle, 185mm of ground 

clearance, and its abundance of around-car tech.  

The Elite V6 was a fantastic travel companion for the week.  

The greater power ahead of the driver is balanced by an added sense of comfort 

and safety, making driving this large family SUV more fun than ever.  

And our overall figure when the car was returned a week later? 

An excellent 7.5 litres per 100 kilometres, or 3.1L/100km better than that 

claimed. 

And just why has Bethanga survived? 

Since mining ceased, the area turned its attention to farming which is its 

mainstay today. 

But for decades, and more so recently, those looking to escape city life, whether 

that be a regional or capital city, yet still be within striking distance of 



everything Albury-Wodonga has to offer, the move to Bethanga ‘is the best 

thing we have ever done’. 

 

Price: Hyundai Santa Fe 3.5 Elite $51,550 plus on-road costs 

Engine: 3.5-litre, V6, naturally-aspirated petrol 

Power: 206kW at 6300rpm 

Torque: 336Nm at 5000rpm 

Transmission: Eight-speed automatic. Front-wheel-drive 

Fuel consumption: 7.5/100km 91RON   

Fuel tank capacity: 71 litres 

Towing capacity: 2000kg braked 

Warranty: 5 years/unlimited kilometres   

  

North-East Victoria/Southern Riverina Hyundai dealerships 

 

Albury-Wodonga - Baker Hyundai, 44 High Street, Wodonga Phone: (02) 6046 

9100  

Shepparton - Shepparton Hyundai, 80 Benalla Road, Shepparton Phone: (03) 

5849 1200  

Wagga - Wagga Motors Hyundai, 32 Dobney Avenue, Wagga Phone: (02) 6910 

3000 

Wangaratta - Wangaratta Hyundai, 29/43 Tone Road, Wangaratta Phone: (03) 

5922 0000  

 


