Sunset Diary 4, 31 December 2005 to 19 January 2006
Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
13 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

7,159 kms, plus 2,300 on train
Across the Nullabor (Bikes)
Happy New Year.  May 2006 be as good or better for you and yours than 2005.  Do you realise that we are now into the second half of the first decade of the 21st century?  Doesn’t seem possible.  Although the fuss over predicted Y2K meltdowns etc don’t seem like yesterday to me, they don’t seem like five years ago either.  My Mum, who turned 90 last May, is convinced that since she passed 70, the years have gone by twice as fast.  To confirm her belief she explained to me that this time last year she was only 89, and now she is looking down the barrel at 91!!  Can’t argue with that.         

We had a memorable final day of 2005 walking up Bluff Knoll (1000m) the highest mountain (hill) in WA.  This was partly to celebrate my recovery from back pains that had plagued me for two weeks since coming off the Bibbulmun Track.  A lovely cool, windy day and a bit more of a hike than either of us expected.  On New Year’s Day we headed east over the plains of the wheat belt towards Esperance.  

The West Australian wheat belt is a huge grain growing area (literally several hundred kms east-west and north-south) which compensates in size for comparatively low yields from poorish soils.  We met a couple of young men from England and Germany who had recently completed two-month long holiday jobs driving headers (or harvesters).  Both had agreed to go back to the farms in February to do the spraying and planting for next year’s crop.  The Yorkshire farmer’s son said he was harvesting yields of 2.2 tons to the acre; at home they get 10.  But the farmer was happy with anything over 2 tons which was break-even.
Esperance is a lovely coastal holiday resort about 500kms east of Albany and 750kms SE of Perth.  Unfortunately we arrived to yet more cool, wet and windy weather and retreated indoors to the backpackers for 3 days while we waited for it to clear.  We had heard lots of good reports about camping at Cape Le Grand NP, 50 kms to the east, and headed out there.  Nice spot but very congested so after just one night we decided it was time for the trek back over the Nullabor Plain.

As a postscript to the weather experienced in WA, we learned that December 2005 was the coolest December in Perth since 1923.  It was also unusually wet on the Nullabor in early January.  A farmer interviewed on the rural report ABC radio programme at 6.30am on 3rd January reported that on his Station (farm), 500 kms east of Kalgoorlie, he had recorded 143mm of rainfall to date for 2006 (that is, in 2 days and 6 hours) and he had 70mm for the whole of 2005!!  The trans-Australia railtrack runs through his property and the ballast under the track had been washed away for about 1 km, closing the line.       
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Pause for a picture before starting the 90 mile straight
The treeless part of Nullabor Plain extends for just a short 20-30kms, about 200kms east of the WA / SA border near Eucla.  However, the sense of remoteness in crossing a wild and largely uninhabited outback extends some 1400kms from the town of Norseman WA to Ceduna SA.  We left Norseman on 7th January and reached Ceduna on the 9th, doing about 4-500kms per day.  Petrol is available from roadhouses every 200kms or so; the range on the TransAlp is about 300kms so fuel wasn’t a problem.  Price was as high as 165c per litre in the remotest part compared with 120c per litre elsewhere.  Across the plain we camped once in the bush and another time at a rather dusty Caravan Park.  Normally in January, the weather when crossing the Nullabor will be hot, and windy especially in the afternoons.  We were fortunate in having cool, cloudy conditions and even some light drizzle.  In parts the carnage of wallabies and kangaroos was quite shocking – one motorist we met at a roadside park said he had counted 50 bodies in the space of 1 km.  Not a good look.  Wallabies and kangaroos come out mainly at night and for this reason we kept our riding to between 8am and 5pm. 

After Ceduna we stayed at Kimba (claims to be Halfway across Australia – 2100 kms from Brisbane and 2200 kms from Perth) and passed through the desolate Iron Knob (no sign of Molestrangler or Sheila), and Port Augusta which calls itself the Crossroads of Australia for here the east-west Eyre Highway meets the north-south Stuart Highway to Alice Springs (1200kms away) and Darwin (2750kms).  Very strong winds after Port Augusta brought a premature halt to our day’s riding and the serendipity of finding Beautiful Valley Camp Site at Wilmington SA which had a lovely bush camping area with an exuberant dawn chorus from galahs, cockatoos, kookaburras, magpies et al. – we stayed an extra day.  
Then moved east and south for a night at the quaint mining town of Burra and after to Morgan, Waikerie and then Renmark in the Murray River Valley.  The longest river in Australia, wide and slow at this point, a bit like the Nile, and the source for the huge irrigated fruit growing area, Riverlands.  Reminded me of the citrus and sugar cane growing area of NE Swaziland.  Amazing how the scenery is suddenly transformed from brown, sparse and dusty to deep green, rich and fertile.  We enquired about renting a Houseboat for a week on the river and discovered that this will be much more affordable if we can find some like-minded spirits to share a larger boat in May?  
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Morning tea stop on the Nullabor

Have made numerous comments on the weather to date (unusually cool and wet) but summer has come with a bang this week on Riverlands with forecast maximums of 35-40C each day and minimums in the low 20Cs.  One extreme to the other. 
Now approaching 100 days of our Australian adventure and so far things have gone well.  It’s a worry beforehand wondering how things are going to turn out.  Being on the bikes, we are forced to live very simply compared with 99% of our fellow travellers.  We camp most nights on caravan parks alongside mainly caravaners many of whom have elaborate setups, airconditioning, satellite TVs, barbeques, electronic insect zappers, the works.  To avoid tediously taking down, packing, unpacking and then putting up our tents on a daily basis we try to stay at least two nights at each location, unless there is a good reason to move on.  
When on the road, we generally aim to start between 8-9am and ride for up to 2 hours before stopping for morning tea – to economise we usually brew up at a roadside park rather than stop for the preferred cappuccino and muffin which at $12-15 a stop makes a hefty dent in our budget if done on a daily basis – special treat now, once a week.  A sandwich lunch between 12-1pm and a couple of hours’ more riding usually gets us to our destination.  We aim to cover 2-300kms per day travelling at about 90kph which is fast enough considering our heavy loads, three panniers on each bike.                      

After both bikes have run perfectly for the 7000kms covered so far, the TransAlp began firing on only one cylinder yesterday at Pinnaroo, 100kms from nearest Honda agent.  Have arranged for transport there tomorrow, Friday.  Can’t help thinking that this problem may be related to the service the bikes received only on Monday this week at another Honda bike shop, 250kms back.  Bugger!!
Pinnaroo, SA
19 January, 2006 
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AUSTRALIA'S LONGEST STRAIGHT ROAD |
146.6 km 2




