Sunset Diary 7, 6-24 March 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
 22 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

 11,735 kms, plus 3,700 on train
Australian Ulysses 2006 AGM, Ulverstone Tasmania

Our one year post-retirement cruise around Australia caused me to miss the NZ Ulysses AGM in Blenheim, but provided ample compensation by enabling me to attend the Australian AGM in Ulverstone, Tasmania in the second week of March.  Yes, a whole week, Monday to Monday with 3,000 participants, compared with a weekend for usually around 500 attendees in NZ.   
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Early arrivals get the pick of the campsites at the Football Oval

Ulverstone has a population of around 10,000, so the hosting of 3,000 guests for a week has quite an impact on the community and immediately on arriving it was obvious that the whole town had got behind and involved in the event.  Never before have I seen motorcyclists made so welcome in a community.  But then the economic benefits are substantial; the Tasmanian Sunday newspaper even included an 8-page supplement on Ulysses.

There was financial and other support and sponsorship from public and private agencies for the event which was jointly hosted by the Cradle Coast Cruisers and North West Coast Ulysses branches.  The Tasmanian State and Local government and the Tourism Board all provided support as well as many commercial firms.  The ferry company Spirit of Tasmania provided special deals for participants taking the 12-hour trip across Bass Strait from Melbourne, and put on extra services to cope with demand.  

Ulysses took over the Ulverstone A&P Showgrounds and the (Aussie Rules) Football Stadium for the week.  The Showground was the centre of activities for the AGM and the venue for the majority of campers, around 100 trade display stands including a full range of bikes available from all the major manufacturers and a huge marquee which held the main entertainment events and the formal dinners on Friday and Saturday.  The football oval was dedicated to camping and cafeteria style food services.  

When I registered on the Monday morning I was asked whether I wanted to stay at the noisy or quiet campground.  I elected for the peace of the football ground and found a nice spot protected from the wind by the advertising boards under the football posts.  At the football ground participants could camp either in their own tents or stay in tent city in one of 80 tents provided by the organizers.  Several huge road train container type trailers fitted with showers and toilets were parked at both sites for the week.  An anticyclone settled over Tasmania giving dry, but occasionally cool and windy, conditions throughout.  A welcome contrast to our camping in the rest of Australia so far was the absence of both flies and mozzies!!  

The AGM involves a huge amount of organization and the detail attended to is impressive.  Services required for a week long event that we don’t have to concern ourselves with in NZ include laundry, refuse, internet, mobile phone re-charging, refrigeration for medicines, shuttle buses between venues, a huge effort on security, and food and entertainment for seven nights and not just two.  All bikes were given unique identifier tags that corresponded with owners’ wristband and were checked whenever bikes were moved in and out of venues.  An army of over 300 volunteers helped keep things on track; registration, security, marshalling, information booths, entertainment, food and drink etc.  Participants themselves were also invited to volunteer for duties.  Inevitably though, I suspect that what participants saw on the surface was just the tip of a huge iceberg of organizational effort.

The programme seemed to split into week and weekend components.  The highlight for many during the week was the Test Rides.  Participants could sign up for an 18 kms, 20-minute ride on any of the 100 or so bikes on show.  Groups of around 10 went out each hour with a lead rider and TEC.  The route took us through urban and motorway conditions so there was opportunity to put the bike through its paces in a variety of conditions.  I took out five bikes, three Japanese and two European, but for me, this proved more helpful in deleting rather than adding to my fantasy wish list. 

The Tasmanian Department of Health provided a free health “pit stop” consisting of short, simple and unobtrusive measures of things like blood pressure, flexibility, stress levels etc and gave individual advice based on the results at the end of it.  Nice one.  

Short (100-200 kms) and long (200-400 kms) rides around northern Tasmania were arranged for each weekday with a maximum of 30 bikes on each.  Tasmania has excellent motorcycling roads although, in my view, signposting leaves a lot to be desired so just as well that each ride had a local leader familiar with the intended route.  For International Women’s Day on the Wednesday a special ladies only ride to Sheffield, the mural town, was organized. 

Some 60 trade displays included a variety of direct motorcycle related products such as tools, tours, tyres, luggage, clothing, magazines, insurance etc and some rather unusual and unexpected ones (honey, cosmetics and erotic leather products!!).  “Last Ride” funeral hearse, an H-D with flatbed sidecar, was on display and an enterprising lady and sewing machine was stitching badges to leather and cloth waistcoats and hats at $4 a pop.

Among the participants, I was surprised by the large number of trikes and bikes pulling trailers that attended.  It was great fun to wander around the campgrounds checking out the huge variety of bikes and rigs; old and new, large and small, simple and sophisticated, and stopping occasionally to chat with proud owners.  Several trade displays featured firms offering trailers and camper trailers, and one firm was geared up for selling and fitting tow bars to bikes while you wait (about $300-400 for the tow bar and $100 for fitting).
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Assembling for the Opening Ceremony at Anzac Park

The most important part of any AGM is the opportunity to socialise and meet old, and make new friends.  A delightful, friendly atmosphere permeated the event throughout.  Participants came from all Australian States and there were a few overseas visitors from Norway, South Africa, Canada, USA as well as NZ.  Even with our limited time in Australia I was able to catch up with Ulyssians met earlier in our journey in other parts of Australia.  One of my most charming encounters was with 73-year old Harold from Victoria riding a R80 BMW which he bought new on the day he retired in 1991.  He had recently passed 500,000 kms riding over most of Australia in that period.  A while ago he thought about trading for a new one, but deciding that modern bikes are too fancy and complicated, had the bike re-conditioned including all the bearings renewed.  He’s now into his second half million kms on the R80.  Lovely.

The more formal part of the programme was on the weekend with an official opening on Saturday and closing ceremonies on Sunday; a grand parade on Saturday and the AGM meeting itself.  Ulysses Australia is supporting efforts to improve the quality of motorcycle servicing by sponsoring an award for the Apprentice of the Year, won this year by a young mechanic from Hobart who received a new, sporty 125cc Aprillia.  The grand parade on Saturday morning passed down Reibey St., the main shopping street of Ulverstone, and it seemed like the whole town was out to watch.  It took 45 minutes to pass; I counted 600 bikes in the first 15 minutes, so there must have been close to 2,000 bikes all up.  Prior to the closing ceremony on the Sunday morning, a non-denominational service was held at which three couples were married.      

Next year, the Australian AGM will be held at Coffs Harbour, about half way between Sydney and Brisbane, in the last week of May.  If you’ve got the time and the dough, well worth attending.  

Swansea, Tasmania
24 March 2006  
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