Sunset Diary 3, 4 - 30 December 2005

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
 8 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

 4,079 kms, plus 2,300 on train
Western Australia

Now 8 weeks into our Australian Sunset adventure; only there have been too few sunsets so far.  The day we arrived in Sydney it was dull and drizzly, the guy in the Qantas Freight office told us that 7 years of drought had at last broken and that has been the main weather theme to now.  There is a delightful ABC radio programme on Sunday mornings run by a laid-back character Macca who takes calls from "Australia All Over".  From everywhere people are saying how green and fertile the countryside is looking - some farmers even complaining about it being too wet for haymaking - but then that's farmers for you.  One lorry driver who regularly crosses the Nullabor even suggested that cattle could by run on the Nullabor, it was looking so green.  All this rain is good for the country, but not the best when you are motorbiking and camping.  So far, sunhats have been used as much for keeping heads dry and / or warm, as the sun off.  
What doesn't kill you, makes you stronger.

After two days of rain at Shannon NP in early December, we decided to abandon the bikes until the weather improves and do some walking along the Bibbulmun Track (BT), a long distance track from Perth to Albany inspired by the Appalachian Trail in US.  The BT is a real gem.  Nicely organised with clear route markings and neatly designed shelters that accommodate 10-15 hikers located every 20kms, 4-6 hrs walk between each.  We decided to take it a week at a time and see how we got on, starting from Albany heading north on 8 December.  First objective was Denmark, a small town 80kms north along track.  First day takes you past a wind farm on the Albany coast cliffs that supplies 70% of Albany's (pop 30,000) electricity from 12 turbines.  I have never thought of Australia as being windy like NZ, but the southern coast all along from NSW to WA has been quite blustery, and I guess you don't put millions of $$$s into wind farms unless justified!!  Incidentally, we were reminded of current controversies in NZ when seeing lots of "No Wind Farm" and "No Pylons" protest signs in Victoria - we all want electricity but not generated too close to home.
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Sabine climbing the Bicentennial Tree, Pemberton WA – here she is about half-way to the first platform at 25m which is one-third of the climb to the top!!
The first week on the BT was a mixture of cliff top and beach walking with lots of stunning views along the coast.  Plenty of wildlife especially wallabies, birds, lizards and a few snakes.  We had a bit of drama at Irwin Inlet when a south bound walker advised us that it was possible to cross at the river mouth at low tide rather than walk round for four hours across the dunes and use the specially provided canoes by CALM (delightful acronym for the government department, Conservation And Land Management).  When we arrived at the river mouth the flow was much too strong and we ended up camping and waiting 18 hours for low tide, and after a nervous night got wet bums as we made the crossing at 6am.  The second week took us into the Karri and Jarra forests inland but by this time my back was protesting too much and we stopped walking at Walpole having done 200kms of the track.  The whole track continues to Perth, 960kms all up.      
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Stirling Range ahead, highest part of WA
Flies are a real nuisance this time of the year.  They don't bite but when it gets hot they love to crawl all over your face.  The iconic Aussie cork hat seems to be a myth for I have not yet seen even one worn for real.  One Aussie told us he deals with flies by ignoring them - they were literally crawling all over his face when talking to us - trouble was he may have ignored them, but it was difficult for me to ignore the flies on his face and concentrate on the conversation!!  I resorted to buying an Aussie Veil - (fair dinkum Kookaburra Brand, made in China) covers your whole head, leaves you looking like a cross between a beekeeper and Queen Victoria - but works well, so long as you remember you've got it on when drinking or blowing your nose otherwise things can get a bit messy!!  

Whilst on the Track, we left the bikes with a Ulysses guy in Albany, Bob Rees - a great help and comfort knowing they were secure and safe.  Bob has a super collection of older bikes that he has restored, even a 1924 AJS among BSAs, BMWs etc in his sheds.  Learned that the 2006 Aussie Ulysses AGM will be held in Tasmania in March when we plan to be there, so have registered for that.  It lasts a whole week and not just a weekend as does NZ Ulysses AGM.

Had a quiet Christmas in Albany and Stirling Range NP waiting for the Voltaren to work its magic and my back to come right before we head east to Esperance in January.  In retrospect, it was a mistake to continue walking on the Bib Track when I first felt back pain, thinking I could walk it off.  Can't get away with pushing the body in my 60s as I could a few years back.  Bugger.    

Albany, WA

30 December, 2005 
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