Sunset Diary 13    July 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
40 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 
20,500 kms on bikes, plus 3,700 on train, 4WD

The Sunshine State: Queensland

We left Darwin on a warm, sunny morning immediately after the World Cup Final (live broadcast finished at 6.15am Monday) feeling rather sad about Zizou's exit; knowing what was said to him would at least help to understand, if not excuse.    The bikes had been serviced by the Honda agent and new tyres fitted ready for the final segment of our journey around Australia; across Northern Territory and Queensland, and back to Sydney for the end of September.

We had a pleasant 250 kms ride for our first day and camped at Edith Falls in Nitmiluk NP some 50 kms before Katherine.  The site was so nice we stayed two nights and Sabine enjoyed several swims in the rock pools below the falls (much too cold for me).   Our next day was eventful for several reasons.  Late in the afternoon about half-way between Darwin and Mt Isa, some 700 kms from each, the Africa Twin suddenly stopped.  It seemed like fuel starvation to me and I recalled the advice of Paul Bradshaw from Margaret River in WA, whom we had met in January, that these bikes have a well-known (but not to me) problem of sudden fuel pump failure.  So it proved.  

The next problem occurred when I took Sabine’s bike into Elliot (pop 600) 30 kms to the south to seek help.  I dropped it – our first and only “off” during our entire trip (so far!!).  Oh dear.  I was making a turn at walking pace on a dirt track, went into some soft sand which I couldn’t see because of the blinding sun, and was over in a flash.  Bugger.  Fortunately, no damage to me or the bike.  
We camped in the bush by the bikes; had a good night but as we were packing up at dawn there was a sudden heavy downpour and we got soaked – fortunately, it wasn't cold – July 14 and our first rain since May 22 in Alice Springs, so can't grumble.  The local mechanic came out early morning, carried the bike into Elliot and sorted the problem out within an hour.  Points in the fuel pump had fused together; he cleaned them up and we were on our way.  I had had visions of being stuck in Elliot for a week or more waiting for spare parts so was greatly relieved. 
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Rescue for the Africa Twin, 30 kms north of Elliot NT
Mt Isa is about half-way between Darwin and the Queensland east coast and we thought it might be a good spot to break our journey for a few days especially as Lonely Planet described it as “a town of striking beauty”.  When we crossed into Queensland, some 200 kms before Mt Isa, a roadside sign advised putting clocks forward 5 years and 30 minutes, but the first impression of Mt Isa is that it would be more appropriate to put them back 50 years.  The third largest silver producer in the world the place is dominated by the mine and almost every structure, apart from the mine, has a temporary pre-fabricated look and feel to it; as if everyone is geared for a runner immediately the ore runs out or the bottom falls out of the metal market.  On top of that it was pretty cold there too with night-time temps down close to zero and a biting wind chill.  Beauty is in the eye of the beholder and Mt Isa’s escaped us.  
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Mt Isa – a town of striking beauty, beauty we failed to see

Cloncurry is a small mining settlement about 100 kms east of Mt Isa and here a choice of routes can be made.  Straight on to Townsville on the east coast, turn right to Longreach where there is an excellent Qantas aviation museum or left to Normanton on the Gulf of Carpentaria.  When it came to the crunch the decision wasn’t hard; it was pretty cool in Cloncurry even in mid-afternoon and so left we turned hopefully for warmer temps in the Gulf.  This route would bring is into Queensland via the Atherton Tablelands and Cairns.

The highway from Darwin to Queensland is long, flat and straight, more or less.  There is the occasional incline and bend but that's how it is for some 2000 kms.  In NT there is no speed limit but most drivers kept to around the 100-110 kph mark with the odd flyer – the traffic was fairly light and for much of the time, there isn't another vehicle in sight to the horizons, forward or back.  It can catch you unawares when suddenly you find someone overtaking who wasn't in the mirrors a few seconds earlier.  The road surfaces are excellent; wide and smooth; so much better than NZ roads which are narrower and seem to forever being repaired, particularly the main highways.  Why this is so, I don't know.  The Australian roads take some heavy pounding from the 53 metre long road trains – are the Australian roads built to higher specs?  Is the earthquake activity in NZ a factor?  The Matilda and Savannah Highways north and east of Mt Isa are not so good, with several hundred kms of strip tar – single lane of seal, with gravel edges which require great care when passing oncoming traffic, especially road trains!!

After a couple of days of pleasant, warm weather in Normanton we continued east for another 600 kms until we reached the Atherton Tablelands just south and east of Cairns.  We were greeted by a light drizzle and locals tell us that it has hardly stopped raining here since Cyclone Larry came through in late March; there is plenty of evidence all around of its passing.  The countryside in the Atherton Tablelands reminds us of the Waikato, lots of green paddocks and Friesian dairy cows and scenic countryside, a total contrast to the Outback we had passed through over the previous two weeks. 

On reaching Atherton Tablelands there was a continuing light drizzle which caused a retreat into a motel for a weekend at Ravenshoe, the highest town in Queensland (900 metres).  After the rain cleared we spent a delightful three days at Lake Eacham on one of the best campgrounds we have found throughout our entire trip.  But this was probably influenced greatly by it being so quiet and peaceful there.  And so at the end of July, in fine weather we crossed the Atherton Tablelands, spent a couple of hours in touristy Kuranda before dropping down into Cairns, and the campsite at Lake Placid.   

Cairns, QLD 

28 July 2006  
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