Sunset Diary 15 - August-September 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
46 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 
22,900 kms, plus 3,700 on train, 4WD

Central Queensland

Since the last diary entry written in Townsville in mid-August we continued down the coast for 600 kms to Rockhampton (pop 60,000), spending a weekend in Mackay (pop 75,000) on the way.  After that we left the coast and headed east along the Tropic of Capricorn for 400 kms to Emerald and Capella before turning south for Carnarvon Gorge, and leaving the tropics at the beginning of September.  We entered the tropics north of Alice Springs at the beginning of June giving us three (winter) months in the warm and dry, appreciated all the more for knowing about the particularly cold and wet winter in the Waikato. We have also passed 300 days since leaving home and 200 days (or rather, nights) of camping.
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Walking in Carnarvon Gorge
Sugar cane is the principal crop for over 1000 kms running down the north Queensland coast.  During the 1970s I spent nearly 10 years working in the sugar industry in Zambia and Swaziland so was interested to see sugar estates close-up again.  Harvest is in full swing, but there is a sharp contrast with practices used in Africa 30 years ago; cane here is machine, not hand cut; harvested green and not pre-burned; and transported mostly by mini-railways and not trucks.  Lovely to be reminded of the sweet sugar smells as we passed by on the bikes 

We have had a few ups and downs.  Particularly enjoyable has been catching up with Richard and Heather Irons in Yeppoon (on the coast 40kms from Rockhampton), Diane and Bill Mathews in Capella, Sharon and Wendy (Ulysses Hamilton) in Emerald and tramping and camping in Carnarvon Gorge.  On the down side, I had a flu-like fever for a few days, one of the new tyres fitted in Darwin developed ominous cracks in the casing and was replaced in Mackay, then the very next day the fuel pump on the Africa Twin failed again, giving up the ghost completely this time, 30 kms from Rockhampton.  Richard from Yeppoon and bikie friend David Keith, organised a trailer etc in double quick time and rescued us from the side of a busy Highway 1.  Rockhampton Honda shop fitted a new fuel pump. 

Yeppoon (pop 10,000) is a gorgeous spot on the Keppel Bay coast.  As a retirement gift to himself Richard has acquired a huge four bay "shed" and workshop equipped with metal lathe, compressor, welders etc to handle all kinds of mechanical constructions and repairs.  Sabine received her first welding lesson and made her first join under Richard's tuition and supervision.  West of Rockhampton we soon entered coal mining territory and reached Blackwater, which claims the dubious distinction of being the coal mining capital of Queensland.  The road runs adjacent to a new electrified rail line which is full-on with huge coal trains (four locos; one pair up-front and another pair in the middle) heading for the port of Gladstone and export to Japan.  The Bowen Basin coal seam extends for 1000 kms north-south in these parts, mostly accessible using open cast methods.  
A highlight was the visit Sharon arranged to Ensham Coal Mine.  Sharon was driving the bus for a school visit to this massive open cast pit with 4 draglines taking 8m tonnes of coal out each year, which is small compared with 2 or 3 times that in other pits.  Our trip was almost aborted at the least minute when the School Principal asked if we had Blue Cards.  These are issued by the Police to confirm that you do not have a criminal record and school staff these days have to be careful about whom they allow to associate with their children.  We don’t have Blue Cards but after a brief chat the Principal allowed us to join the party.  What has the world come to?  A great day anyway.     
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Emerald schoolchildren viewing one of the Ensham draglines at work

Diane Mathews of Capella has done a lot of work tracing her family history, and has discovered that she and I are related; her great-great grandfather left Essex for Queensland about 1850.  She made contact via the net with my cousin in Essex since we left New Zealand last year.  By email I was able to contact Diane and we spent some enjoyable hours tracing our ancestors through the family tree.  She has established that we are fourth cousins, once removed; we have a common grandfather, born before 1767, died 1835, who lived in Linton, Cambridgeshire, England.  Fascinating. 

We spent the first week of September at Carnarvon Gorge NP, about 300 kms inland from the coast.  Lush vegetation, prolific bird life in a narrow valley beneath 200 metre high sandstone cliffs - a magical place.  We spent a couple of nights 10 kms up the Gorge camping at Big Bend.  A must see for anyone visiting Central Queensland.

The clock is winding down, only two weeks to go before we fly back to Hamilton from Sydney on 22 September.  I’m feeling pretty jaded, mentally and physically, and ready for home; Sabine, on the other hand, is full of beans and could keep going for another year, I’m sure.  

Roma, Queensland

8 September 2006  
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