Reflections on our Ride around Australia
Around Australia

Australia is a big country, almost 30 times the size of New Zealand which is itself about the same size as Britain.  After riding around this continent you realise that maps are deceptive, giving the impression that Australia is roughly the shape of a rectangle with a long side east-west (Brisbane to Perth) and shorter side north-south (Melbourne to Darwin or Cape York).  In fact, Australia is closer to being square shaped, because the distance from Melbourne to Darwin (3,800 kms) or Cape York (4,100 kms) is only slightly less than that from Brisbane to Perth (4,300 kms).  Indeed, if you take the distance from Hobart, in the south of Tasmania, to Darwin it is the same as Brisbane to Perth, after allowing 200 kms for Bass Strait.

Outside of the main centres, invariably there seems to be about 100 kms (or 60 miles) between one township and the next.  An Aussie explained the reason for this; when the country was being developed the horse was the normal mode of transport and 60 miles is about the maximum distance a horse can travel in a day.  

In planning, we scheduled our journey with an eye on the weather seeking continuous summer conditions – WA in November-December; Tasmania, February-March; NT in May-June; and Queensland in July-August.  Overall, this worked out well although we did encounter some extremes at times – record cool temperatures and rainfall for WA in December; record high temperatures for SA in January were the most disruptive for motorcycling and camping.  I was surprised at how windy Australia can be.  I knew that Tasmania, like New Zealand, is windy, but along the southern coast from NSW to WA often we experienced windy conditions and at times, the winds were too strong or blustery for riding.

We gained the impression that Australian drivers, in the rural areas at least, are more courteous and relaxed than their NZ counterparts.  If you are travelling at the speed limit, following drivers seem to be content to drive at a safe distance behind, whereas in NZ following drivers usually make a point of overtaking at the earliest opportunity, and sit close on your tail in the meantime, even when the vehicle in front is travelling at the speed limit. 

Ourselves and our Bikes
We are grateful for getting through our 11 months’ travelling and riding in good health and unscathed.  Motorcycling has inherent dangers and we got through without any mishaps, accidents, or injuries.  We had one mechanical problem with the 14-year old TransAlp due to a failed CDI unit, probably the consequence of the saddle sagging with age and causing a short in the unit, and one failure on the 8-year old Africa Twin (fuel pump) which was repaired at Elliot (NT) but gave out completely near Rockhampton (Qld).  Full marks to Honda.  
Healthwise, apart from David having flu for 3 days in final two weeks, we had no coughs or colds throughout or runny tummies, an affliction which seems to affect most long-distance travellers at one time or another.  We had a few aches and pains from bush-walking and apart from that, the only major problem was David’s lower back strain in December after the Bibbulmun Track, which took two weeks to come right.

Petrol costs increased throughout, before dropping sharply in the final two weeks back to where they were when we started; $1.17 per litre in Sydney.  The highest we paid was $1.81 at Barkly Homestead, NT in July.  Fuel for two bikes costs about the same as one campervan, so fuel costs of travelling with two bikes is about the same as travelling by campervan or car; but much more fun, of course.
We saw only one other foreign registered vehicle throughout our time in Australia.  This was a pristine, 32-year old VW Kombi that a proud young German mechanic had shipped out for his around Aussie trip even though the shipping costs were much higher than buying and re-selling in Australia.

Travelling and Camping

Travelling by motorbike is fun but more challenging than the alternatives of car or campervan.  Aside from the exposure to extremes of weather, every time you stop and park there are concerns about security and safety.  Parking heavily laden bikes you have to be particularly careful about being on a flat, firm surface for it is easy to lose footing and for the bike to go over.  The bikes themselves created a lot of interest whenever we stopped; there seems to be many envious drivers around who would prefer to be on their bikes but are consigned to cars.

Camping and biking is hard over the long haul; very weather dependent; more Outward Bound than Club Med.  Daily routine is built around daylight hours, which makes for some long nights in winter, with up to 14 hours in the tent.  Restricted space in a two-person mountain tent leaves you marginally more comfortable than in economy on a long haul overnight flight, although most nights Sabine preferred to sleep under the stars.
You are limited in what you can carry to the contents of three Givi panniers each for clothes, food, cooking, bushwalking and camping gear for almost a whole year.  Also, you have to have clothes for cool and wet weather as well as warm and hot.  It’s surprising how little you can get away with if you put your mind to it, but it has been pleasant to wear some different clothes since getting home.  

Travelling this way, we are dependent on having picnic tables for tea and lunch stops.  Sabine is supple enough to be comfortable sitting on the ground, but I need a proper seat at least.  In some States, there are picnic tables and seats at most roadside rest areas but not all.  Eventually, we bought a camping chair in Darwin, rather late in the trip and this was excellent; should have taken one from the start.

Communications

Internet is an important bonus available to long-time travellers now that was not around a decade or so ago.  It was great to be able to keep up with news from home and friends and family.  I thought about taking a laptop with me but worried about connectivity, security and extra weight, and instead carried a memory stick and used Internet cafes and libraries.  Libraries were particularly good, with many offering free access for one hour per day.  
A colleague set up a website for me on Yahoo Geocities which used MS Word files to update ( www.geocities.com/hillcrest_rd ).  For long distance telephone calls we bought a Telstra ‘Say G’day’ card for $20 which gives 10 hours of conversation for 50c per call; worked well.  I took a NZ Vodafone mobile phone planning to use their worldwide roaming service.  However, this means that someone calling you from within Australia is charged for an international call, even for calls within the same town; abandoned the NZ cellphone and bought the cheapest Telstra one available in Australia.

Budget and Finance

Travelling for so long, you become aware of how much ‘Tourism’ has become an industry with a prime focus on making money for operators and lifting dollars off tourists at every opportunity; Visitor Centres often seem more interested in selling tours and accommodation than informing and educating about their region.  
Travelling on a fairly tight budget as we were, $50 per day per person, we had to be careful.  We camped as often as we could but campsites on Caravan Parks now cost $20-30 per night (for two) whereas it seems only a short while ago that the fees were around $10 per night; overall, we camped 207 of the 336 nights we were away.  Our total expenditure worked out at roughly one quarter each on Fuel, Food, Accommodation and ‘Other’.
Money Savers (for those on a tight budget!!)
* Big4, FPA and Top Tourist Parks caravan parks have loyalty clubs that cost around $20 to join and give 10% discounts at campgrounds; NZ Top Ten card is accepted at Australian Big4 sites.  However, many of these campgrounds tend to have slightly better facilities than regular campgrounds and charge higher rates, so with the discount often you end up paying about the same as you would at other campgrounds.

* Use YHA cards to get discounts particularly on rail, bus travel, and sometimes coffee shops and cinemas too.

* Books from op shops cost 50c to $2, in second-hand shops $5-10 compared with new prices of $20-50.

* Libraries in SA and NT offer free internet access, even to visitors.  Libraries in other States often provide free access for Australians, but levy a small charge on visitors.

* Rather than two 340mill Iced Coffees (2 x $3.50), buy one litre of cold milk ($2.50) then add your own coffee and sugar.

* Rather than two single ice-cream cones (2 x $3-4.00), buy a 2 litre tub of vanilla ice cream ($4.00) when staying at backpackers; store in the freezer and use over several days.

* Rather than two six-inch Subways (2 x $5.00), share one 12-inch ($7.00).


Sabine has an eagle eye for collecting foods that are free and might otherwise go to waste; mushrooms, coconuts, blackberries, citrus, apples etc were all harvested at one time or another, not to mention items in the ‘free’ bin at backpacker kitchens that have been off-loaded by other travellers.

I carried four different kinds of soap at the outset, but finished carrying and using only one which seemed to suffice for all washing, shaving, laundry and cleaning; shampoo.  To save space, toilet soap, laundry liquid and a shaving stick were all not replaced when used up.  Also carried a 5cm rubber disk cut out of an old car inner tube for the many occasions when plugs were missing at campground sinks.

Whilst away we rented out our house in Hamilton fully furnished and these monies helped to balance our travel budget.

Memorable Rip-offs

* Getting off the Spirit of Tasmania at 7am coming into Melbourne I was worried about being able to find my way across the city in the morning traffic.  The Information Office on the boat provided a simple A4 sized sketch map of a recommended route across the city but for a charge of 50c!!
* A café in Devonport, Tasmania advertised fish and chips plus a beer for $10 all up, for orders before 6pm.  I went in at 5.45pm to take advantage of the promotion and asked for some salad with the F&C.  Very nice; but the total bill came to $19.50!!

* On several occasions we needed to park the bikes securely when we went off for a few days on bushwalks.  Almost all Caravan Parks were happy to do this for free on the understanding that we would be staying there on our return.  The Big4 Caravan Park in Alice Springs provides this service for $6 per day for cars; the lady on the desk said she would ask the Manager if she would be willing to take the two bikes for $6 and instead of $12 per day.  Thanks, but no thanks. 

Getting the Bikes to and from Australia

Greenfreight International was much cheaper and easier sending bikes by air than all the other quotes I had for sea or air transportation to Australia.  Two months out, the best quote was from a Hamilton freight company at $600 each by sea, but required us to acquire and crate the bikes ourselves and hand them in two weeks before departure.  For Greenfreight at Auckland Airport we handed in the bikes two days before departure, in rideable condition (no disconnecting batteries, emptying fuel or oil, or removing panniers etc).  Each bike was strapped to two wooden pallets, total weight 460kgs, and these were placed inside one aircraft container.  Total cost NZ$633.  Bikes carried by Qantas and were at Qantas Freight Office in Sydney when we arrived; we arrived at 8am, cleared Customs ourselves, bikes handed to us at 11am and we were on the road by 12 noon.  Qantas charged A$160 for handling. 

Logistically, our experience on the return trip was as good but financially, the exact opposite.  Greenfreight in Auckland advised that it would cost more to send the bikes back because freight charges into NZ are higher than those out of NZ, so we were prepared for a charge of $1000 or perhaps even $2000.  Our experience with Greenfreight Auckland had been so positive that I decided to ask the Sydney branch to air freight them back and didn’t get quotes either from them or other freight companies.  Obtaining and following up on quotes is more difficult when you are on the move and reliant on internet cafes; also, I was feeling somewhat jaded and didn’t have the mental energy to seek quotes.  What a mistake!!  We left the bikes with Greenfreight International in Sydney and they invoiced us for $3388 – over FIVE times the cost of sending the bikes to Australia.  By the time we learned of this charge, we were locked in and unable to do anything about it.  Bugger.  
Clearing the bikes in Auckland was easy.  Quarantine gave them a close inspection and I was glad we had given them the waterblast treatment before freighting, Customs cleared the Carnet and stamped the documents.  Took 2 hours all up; charges, $50 for Quarantine inspection; $52.50 to GFI for handling.  

Final Thoughts
At Carnarvon Gorge in Central Queensland, a Parks Ranger gave an interesting illustrated lecture about the region.  In the historical section he described the friction between the local aboriginal tribes and the settlers 100-200 years ago.  Although, the aboriginal peoples were generally forced off the lands, he mentioned that there was some notable resistance and in one township 27 settlers had been killed and in another 13.  In question time, he was asked how many aboriginals were killed and injured in the conflicts and replied that this was a controversial subject and unknown.  I couldn’t help thinking about the parallels with Iraq today; in the western media we are given regular precise counts of the coalition soldiers killed and wounded – 2613 dead was the latest figure I saw – but no attempt is made to record or publicise the number of Iraqi dead and injured since the invasion in March 2003.  Hmm.  Everything changes but everything stays the same.   
Our 11-month Motorcycle Adventure around Australia ended with a Freedom Air flight back to Hamilton on 22 September.  Overall, the trip was a great experience, very satisfying and good fun although quite hard at times and I was pleased to see the green green grass of home; spring lambs, cherry blossom and old friends.
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