Sunset Diary 5, 20 January to 7 February 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
16 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

8,549 kms, plus 3,700 on train
To "cool" Tasmania

Weather continues to dominate our adventure - after Perth experienced its coolest December in 80 years, Adelaide was heading for its hottest January on record culminating in four consecutive days with temps over 40C and one day, or rather night, having a minimum of 34C - yes, minimum!!  That's no fun when you're camping and we retreated to an airconditioned cabin on the campground.  We were staying in Loxton SA, a neat township on the Murray River, waiting for the TransAlp to be repaired.  Loxton is about 200kms north and east of Adelaide and temperatures there are somewhat higher than Adelaide which benefits from the cooling effect of the coast. 
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Iron Knob SA, no sign of Sheila, Molestrangler’s companion (NZ MC Trader & News)
The TransAlp problem was interesting.  The Honda expert in Loxton, Quincy Voigt, quickly diagnosed a failed CDI (Capacitor Discharge Ignition) unit.  A reconditioned one was ordered from Adelaide, fitted, and the bike appeared restored to good health.  However, when we recommenced our journey the problem recurred, fortunately only 10kms out of Loxton and we were able to limp back to Quincy's workshop.  On checking my email, there was one from Paul Bradstreet, a Honda V-twin enthusiast living in Margaret River, whom we had met a week or two earlier in Esperance.  I emailed Paul about our problem and he indicated that the problem might recur because of a design fault with the TransAlp. The CDI units sit directly below the seat and with age, the seat sags, rests on the CDI units and causes them to short.  So thanks to Paul, when a second CDI unit was installed (this time a genuine Honda part), the seat was raised by half a centimetre with some wedges and hey presto, so far so good ... Rather worryingly, Paul advised that there is a common problem with the Africa Twin (my bike); the fuel pump is given to sudden failure, so ... oh no.

On the day we collected the TransAlp after the first repair I bought a Lotto ticket, the gods smiled, we collected $30 which contributed 10% towards the repair cost.  Unfortunately, this tactic did repeat when I bought another ticket after the re-repair.    

With the TransAlp restored to health we intended to continue south and east and spend a few days in the Grampian mountains before taking the ferry to Tasmania.  Unfortunately, the extremely hot temperatures persisted and numerous bushfires developed including a big one in the Grampians themselves.  The bushfires were serious affairs, it appears started mainly by lightning strikes but, sadly, one or two arrests of suspected arsonists were made.  Some comfort that NZ is not alone in having folk who indulge in imbecilic anti-social behaviour. 

We planned to spend Australia Day in Horsham, Victoria but it was so hot that we pressed on to the ferry at Melbourne. Fortunately, we were able to transfer our ferry bookings, left Melbourne on a Thursday evening with temps in the high 30Cs and arrived next morning in Devonport Tasmania to more civilised low 20Cs.  The contrast between Tasmania and the rest of Australia is stark.  In fact, in so many ways, Tasmania is much more like NZ than Australia; roads, countryside and climate especially.  Macracarpa, oak and horse chestnut trees; narrow, windy country lanes, paddocks measured by the metre and not kilometre, intensive market garden cropping, green grass and dark fertile soils instead of brownie yellow tufts emerging from reddish dusty ground and moderate climate all give a feel that is more north island NZ than mainland Australia.  Northern Tasmania between Devonport and Launceston reminds us of the Bombay Hills around Pukekohe and Pokeno.  The distance between townships on the mainland is often 100kms plus or minus compared with tens of kms in Tasmania.   
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Visiting natives to Loxton SA Caravan Park

The 2005 NZ Election was held shortly before we came away last October.  Much of the debate was about NZ's (poor) economic performance and how we lag behind Australia on important economic statistics.  Many argue that NZ must lower taxes, have less government red tape and improved infrastructure especially roads.  It's amusing to follow the political commentary here and observe all the same arguments.  Australia is predicted to fall to 18 on the OECD league table and there are loud voices arguing for lower taxes (top rate 49%), less government red tape and improved roads etc.  Australia earns 10% of its GDP and 35% of its exports from mining and, it seems to me that without this, there would be little to choose in the economic stakes between Australia and NZ.  In some ways Australia appears behind NZ.  We were surprised to see so many older (and presumably more expensive) staff working in fast food outlets and supermarkets compared with NZ where these jobs seem to be done more by young casual workers.  Strangest of all is buying apricot jam imported from Poland, Denmark and Argentina, when Australia must be a more efficient producer of all the ingredients (sugar and apricots) than any of the countries it is buying from.  Another curiosity of our globalised world perhaps.    

Since arriving in Tasmania, we have been exploring the north and east and have spent a few days each in Narawntapu (formerly Asbestos Range) and Mt William NPs, and also Launceston.  Very pleasant.  We have booked to do the Overland Crossing from Cradle Mountain to Lake St Clair (Tasmania's Milford Track) later in February and will have a wander around the north-west before the Ulysses AGM in Ulverstone in early March.  It's all go.

Launceston, Tasmania

7 February 2006
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