Sunset Diary 11 -  May 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
32 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

15,060 kms on bikes, plus 3,700 on train, 4WD

Alice in May – Oasis in the Outback – Pure Magic
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Over the past three weeks we have enjoyed our best spell of continuous good weather throughout the whole trip.  Alice Springs in May is pure magic.  Clear crisp days 20-24C max each day, and wonderfully clear night skies with temps falling to 5-10C, bit chilly but not unpleasant.  August is the other good month.  Locals tell me that in June and July it is cooler and busier as school holidays generate more tourists.  The air is so dry that even with clear night skies there is no dew; I can’t ever recall that before.

Another surprise is the hilly terrain – I had always thought of the desert outback as being quite flat apart from the iconic Uluru, but around here the McDonnell Ranges extend over 200 kms east and west of Alice Springs.  Lovely bushwalking and some superb gorges left by rivers that cut through 50 million years ago.  Geologists believe that the whole area was under water 800 to 400 million years ago and since then the sea has receded and the land has thrust up.  Alice is now 600 metres ABOVE sea level and Ayers Rock village, 500 metres with Uluru itself 350 metres high.
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Morning tea in Ormiston Gorge

We spent three weeks in Alice Springs (named after the wife of the Telegraph Supervisor Todd) and visited Ayers Rock and the East and West McDonnells.  Distance-wise, this is a bit like staying in Taupo and visiting Auckland, Wellington and Napier whilst there, for we covered over 2000 kms during our stay.  Our first week we went out to the East McDonnells, camped at Trephina Gorge for a few days and did a spectacular ridge walk to the John Hayes Rockholes.  The second week we went 100 kms west and spent most time at Ormiston Gorge, walked up to Bowman’s Gap and camped a couple of nights up there on our own.  Peaceful.

For the first and only time on our trip we suffered a loss from opportunistic thieving.  On the bikes, you are very aware whenever you stop and park, despite any precautions you may take, of being quite vulnerable to those who may take a fancy to your possessions.  So far, thankfully, no problems on that count.  We were sitting in the shadow of a gum tree enjoying the afternoon sun playing Scrabble when a bird about the size of a starling and the colour of thrush hopped around inspecting our campsite.  Had a play with various items, picked up our teaspoon and flew off up the gorge – cheeky devil.  Next day, back at the Visitor Centre the Ranger said it would have been a Bower bird.
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King's Canyon on another superb day

For our final week, we hired a 4WD and went further afield, 400 kms to the south and west, on gravel bush roads to Kings Canyon, Uluru and the Olgas.  Sabine had been to Uluru before, and I was a bit wary of being snared in an expensive tourist trap – loads of people and even more dollars to be lifted off you at every opportunity.  However, it turned out to be a splendid week.  First night at Palm Valley camp, then 200 kms around the unsealed Mereenie Loop Road to Kings Canyon – much less well known than Ayers Rock but really stunning – huge gorge about 300 metres deep with a splendid walkway around the top – plenty of rippled rocks, evidence of when this was once the sea bed!!  Then on to Uluru (Ayers Rock) and Kata Tjuta (The Olgas).  Well worth, the long journey there and back.  We hit it lucky at the campsite; 300 staying that night but next month, school holidays, the campsite is booked to capacity, 2000.

I felt a bit of a wimp for hiring the 4WD for our trip to Uluru; two young fellas from NSW on a TransAlp and BMW F650 who camped next to us in Alice went out on their bikes the day before us.  They arrived back last night with bikes and themselves quite battered and bruised having come off several times on the sandy tracks.  It wasn't exactly a case of schadenfreude (German for pleasure at someone's misfortune), but we felt better about hiring the 4WD.

The one sour aspect of Alice (and Coober Pedy and Port Augusta too) has been the sight of many bedraggled aborigines hanging around the towns just sitting and doing nothing, often a smell of booze about them.  Often too with bandages etc over injuries, thin stick-like legs giving them a Lowry drawing appearance.  Glazed looks on faces, rarely respond when you say hello, they seem totally separate and alienated from the rest of society.  We have hardly seen an aborigine person in employment.  When we were at Uluru there were clear requests in brochures and signage that people should not climb the rock because it is sacred to aborigines.  Yet, it seemed that 99% of visitors took no heed and climbed anyway.  I couldn't help thinking that this disrespect was not unrelated to the lack of integration so apparent in the towns.  

Winter has arrived, last two nights it's been down close to zero, but no frost because there is no moisture in the air.  Today, we head north for the warmer temps of Darwin, crossing the Tropic of Capricorn about 30 kms up the road.          

Alice Springs

5 June 2006  
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