Sunset Diary 10 -  May 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
30 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

14,652 kms, plus 2300 kms on train
Onwards and upwards to Northern Territory

After our rest in Melbourne, in the second week of May we headed across Victoria and South Australia to Port Augusta and the Stuart Highway.  This runs north-south between SA and Northern Territory - it’s 2750 kms from Port Augusta to Darwin, add another 600 if you divert to Uluru (Ayers Rock) on the way, as most travellers do.  We intended to travel via the Grampian Mountains but it was so cold and wet when we left Melbourne, there was snow in the Grampians, that we gave them a miss again; when we came this way in January we abandoned our intended visit because of bushfires and extreme heat.

I enjoyed the break from travelling and camping in Melbourne, even though we had many “ditto” days in the diary, something we had not experienced over the previous five months.  Our suburb at Taylors Lakes, close to the airport is 25 kms from downtown Melbourne with a convenient train service (every 20 mins and $9 return into town) run by Connex, the French firm trying to knock the Auckland railway system into shape.  Whilst in Melbourne the weather was not that good – rather cool and wet - Melbourne had its coldest April for 10 years, whilst New Zealand enjoyed its warmest one for 25 years.  Hmm.

Our house was comfortable with all mod. cons. on a newish green fields housing estate.  As in New Zealand there has been a huge housing boom in Australia over the past two decades.  I commented earlier about the many new housing estates extending as far as 100 kms south of Perth and it seems to be much the same around Melbourne.  I was interested to read the views of George Megalogenis in his new book, The Longest Decade, on the Keating–Howard years.  He emphasises the similarities in the two periods of government, even though one was Labour and the other Liberal.  

Megalogenis discusses the McMansion housing boom; lots of large new houses being built and so it was around Taylors Lakes with many of the houses far too large and elaborate for the small sections on which they are built.  The quality of workmanship did not look that great in places and this reminded me of the comment by a Swiss builder we met on the Abel Tasman Track a few years back.  He had worked for a couple of years in NZ.  I asked him how he had found it.  OK, he said, but here (NZ) you build houses (to last) for one generation, whereas at home we build to last for many generations.  Hmm.
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Another McMansion in the Melbourne suburbs – huge house on a small section (and that transmission line)

Megalogenis describes the Howard administration as “frequent flyer” government; all the rewards go to those who are successful whilst others, more in need of help, have been neglected.  Several Australians we met in our travels lamented the way Australia has become a mean society under Howard.  They were thinking of the harsh treatment of illegal immigrants, the failure to reach a fair settlement with the aborigine peoples, the hard line taken with East Timor over oil and gas revenues and the cynical military involvement in Iraq.  

On a completely different level this resonates with me over pensioner concessions.  Many private and public organisations give concessions (discounts) to pensioners for things like travel, cinema and even coffee in some cafes; but, for the most part, these concessions are allowed only to Australian pensioners.  Initially, I assumed that the government was reimbursing the organisations for the cost of the discounts and so it seemed fair, if a little mean-spirited.  But I have since been told that there are no reimbursements to the organisations and it is difficult to avoid the conclusion of simple discrimination against foreigners.  

There is an interesting balance of government in Australia right now.  The conservative Liberal / National coalition enjoys strong support at the Federal level, and all the State governments are controlled by Labour and most with very strong majorities.   
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Dusty Coober Pedy in perfect weather

It took us 8 days to travel the 2400 kms from Melbourne to Alice Springs.  The first three days were pretty miserable; cold, wet and windy for the most part as we headed north to Mildura and then west to Renmark and Port Augusta.  We were so cold after 4 or 5 hours’ riding that it wasn’t a hard decision each day to forsake camping in favour of motels or cabins on campgrounds.  At 6am one morning we watched live on TV the remarkable rescue of the Beaconsfield miners.   

After Port Augusta there was a marked change to blue skies, warm temps and calm days, in fact perfect riding weather.  Sunglasses came out for the first time since January – not to say that we didn't have good weather in Tasmania, just that the glare is so much greater in the Outback.  The Stuart Highway north to Alice Springs is an excellent road; wide and smooth with comparatively little traffic.  Strangely, there were only two small sections of road maintenance over a distance of some 1400 kms – in New Zealand, almost every main road seems to be continually subject to maintenance work of one kind or another.

Port Augusta (pop 13,000) in South Australia is the last significant town before entering the Outback on the Stuart Highway.  Port Augusta is rather shabby and run-down.  We got the oil changed on the bikes there.  After two days (800 kms) we reached Coober Pedy (pop 1200) – the Opal Capital of the world – but CP makes Port Augusta look tidy and smart.  CP township is dusty and unappealing with lots of spoil heaps in every direction from decades of mining activities.  What a pleasant surprise then to find Alice Springs (pop 26,000), a further 800 kms inland, a tidy attractive town with excellent amenities – a veritable Oasis in the Outback, and so far no flies and no mozzies.   Between CP and AS we camped in the bush one night and for the first time in our 7 months in Australia heard the cries of dingos.          

The weather is so pleasant in AS, we plan to stay for a week or so. 

Alice Springs

18 May 2006  
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