Sunset Diary 12    June - July 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
37 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

17,400 kms on bikes, plus 3,700 on train, 4WD

Darwin: Mid-winter in the Tropics
We reached Darwin on 17 June after leaving Kakadu NP sooner than intended because it was too hot for me, at least, for camping.  But Darwin is rather warm too; this close to mid-winter; I wouldn't want to be here in summer.  I have to admit that Sabine has an alternative theory about why I am feeling jaded from the heat – too much World Cup Football.  The matches are broadcast live during the night here (10.30pm, 1.30am and 4.30am kick-offs) and we have been on a few campgrounds with TVs.    
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Crossing the Tropic of Capricorn, 30 kms north of Alice, but still 1500 kms to Darwin

30 kms up the road from Alice Springs, the Tropic of Capricorn is crossed but it was a further 1200 kms and 3 days to Katherine before I felt warm.  Quite chilly when we left Alice and remained cool for riding, even in the daytime, for several days.  I was fearful that Darwin might be crowded because hundreds of Aussies in their Landcruisers pulling caravans were heading in the same direction.  En route we took a day off from riding at the Bitter Springs hot pools at Mataranka – very pleasant.
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Sabine takes in the last of the thirteen gorges on the Katherine River

We stayed a couple of nights at the YHA in Katherine (300 kms from Darwin) and then did a 3-day walk along the Katherine Gorge over the Queen’s Birthday weekend, camping by ourselves at Smitt’s Rock, which is at the 5th of the 13 gorges.  After Katherine we headed for Kakadu NP and intended spending a week or so there before reaching Darwin.  But it was getting too warm (and the mozzies too hungry) for camping for me and in the end we spent only a couple of nights in Kakadu before finding ourselves an air-conditioned room at the YWCA close to the centre of Darwin.

Darwin is a tropical tourist mecca.  Lots of palm trees (oil and coconut), jacarandahs, bourganvilleas, frangipanis in full bloom etc.  The main street – Mitchell St – has dozens of pubs, restaurants and cafes with pavement tables and large screen TVs geared to the World Cup.  The place comes alive in the evenings, although not our scene.  We spent three weeks in Darwin partly because of the wait to get new tyres fitted to the bikes and a final service before the long 3000 km trek east to Queensland.  We did some of the tourist trips and particularly enjoyed the Deckchair Cinema, Mindil Beach Sunset Night Market and Tour of the NT Parliament Building.  I hadn’t realised that NT is not a State of Australia; it’s a Territory which means that any legislation it passes can be over-ruled by Canberra.  Two pieces of legislation have been cancelled to date; voluntary euthanasia and ban on radioactive dumps.  There are many monuments in Darwin to its wartime history and the attacks it suffered from the Japanese military.  We were amused to read that some of the shipwrecks in Darwin Harbour were removed in the 1960s by Japanese scrap metal firms.  Along the Stuart Highway, there are lots of signs to historical sites related to the war especially hospitals and aerodromes (quaint word, we don’t see nowadays).
In the last week of June there were many firms advertising “Fireworks” for sale and this seemed rather strange as we are several months away from what I know of as traditional fireworks’ times of November (Guy Fawkes) and January / February (Chinese New Year – Darwin has strong Chinese connections).  All became clear on Saturday 1st July when NT’s 28th Independence Day was celebrated; discharge of fireworks is regulated to between 6pm and 10pm on the Day.  

New tyres for the bikes were obtained from Brisbane and took longer to arrive than anticipated; so we went into Litchfield NP (about 100 kms to the south) and planned to walk the Tabletop Track, a four-day bushwalk.  Unfortunately, when we got out there we were advised that the Track was closed – had not been re-opened following the rainy season.  Every cloud has a silver lining and, as a result I was able to watch all the World Cup Quarter Final matches which I had been resigned to missing.  We returned for a final week of comfort at the Darwin YWCA, had the new tyres fitted and I much enjoyed watching a rare comprehensive NZ cricket victory over Australia in an ‘A’ team one-day match in town (win by 8 wickets with nearly 10 overs to spare – can’t get much better than that). 
Throughout our time in Darwin the daily temperature was around 30C and at night 20C.  I found it rather too warm at first but got acclimatised after a while.  No rain, in fact our last rain was a morning of light drizzle in Alice Springs on 22 May.  Quite a contrast to NZ, which has been having a severe winter.  The NT Weather Bureau announced that June was the coldest month on record for NT as a whole, and Darwin suffered? a lowest minimum temperature for the month of 14C!! 

On 10 July, following the World Cup Final, we head south back along the Stuart Highway en route for Queensland.  Directions are easy – south for 1000 kms, turn left at Tennant Creek, then east for 2000 kms via Mt Isa until we reach Townsville on the coast.   
Darwin, NT

7 July 2006  
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