Sunset Diary 9, April 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
27 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 

12,239 kms, plus 2,300 on train
Melbourne Respite
At the Ulysses Convention in early March I met John Belknap from Wisconsin, USA who has a similar background to mine; recently retired academic with a passion for motorcycles and national parks, riding in Australia for the first half of 2006, and like us, on a restricted budget with economy the order of the day.  John introduced me to www.housecarers.com – a website designed to bring together people who need their property looking after, and others who are willing to live-in while they are away.  
This was particularly attractive for me since at about the half way point of our 11-month Sunset Adventure around Australia I was ready for a break from camping and travelling.  Via the website we agreed with a family in Melbourne to look after their Jack Russel terrier and two cats while they are away on a three-week holiday back home in Brazil. 

Sadly though, a week before we were due to start, we learned that a friend at home is seriously ill.  We decided to leave Tasmania a week earlier than planned – it was getting quite cool anyway – and make a quick visit home to Hamilton before starting our house caring in Melbourne.  Sad as it was to see our friend so poorly, we were grateful for the opportunity to chat with him.  It was also lovely to go home for a few days, catch up with many friends, see my six-month old grandson Liam in Auckland, check through five months of accumulated mail, apply for new NZ driving licences (both our licences had expired in past two months) and take an illicit ride on my Honda ST1100 – I had forgotten what a superb bike it is.  We walked in Hamilton Gardens one morning and concluded that this magnificent park is the equal of anything we had seen on our travels around Australia over the previous five months.  Frank Sinatra sang many decades ago, ‘it’s nice to go travelling but so much nicer to come home’.
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Eucla: Half-way across the Nullabor in early January

I was apprehensive about our trip when we started last October, not least because I may have taken on too much – almost a year away from the comforts of home, riding bikes and camping week after week might prove too hard, physically and / or mentally.  Travelling this way, we are dependant on having reasonable weather and on the whole it has been good, although there have been periods when it hasn’t (too cold and wet in WA in early December; too hot in SA and Vic in late January and too cold in Tasmania in late March).  And, of course, on a motorbike you are that much more vulnerable; it’s satisfying to get this far without mishap and with everything more or less on track.      

We carry two lightweight MacPac tents (Microlight and Apollo) and have camped four nights out of every five so far.  The other night we have treated ourselves to backpacker accommodation at $50-60 a night compared with $20-30 on caravan parks.  On the financial side, Lonely Planet advises at the budget end, to allow $45-60 per day average all-up for travelling in Australia, and so far this has proved about right for us.  We use two main travel guides; Lonely Planet and the Australia Motorcycle Atlas by Peter Thoeming, and in addition, we pick up local maps etc at Visitor Centres.  Luggage is limited to what we can carry in three Givi panniers on each bike.  Few clothes, two pairs of footwear each, about 2-3 days’ worth of food, small Kovea stove and gas cartridges, stainless steel cooking pot, Thermarest carrymats (expensive, but highly recommended), MacPac sleeping bags, medical kit, transistor radio, cameras, battery and phone chargers, a few bike tools and spares and the “office”; books, documents etc. and that’s about it.  During our recent 5 days at home in NZ it was nice to wear some different clothes, and sleep in my own bed again.       

Travelling by motorbike and camping is harder than that done by most of our fellow travellers on caravan parks who are either in campervans, motorhomes or 4WDs pulling caravans.  The bikes create a lot of interest especially when people see the NZ plates.  Often the start of interesting conversations; Sabine observes that bikies are a bit like dogs who have to sniff around when meeting kindred spirits on the road.  On campsites, we have met interesting characters you would not meet if staying in more up-market accommodation.  We think of Brian, the transvestite (make-up, skirt and painted nails), who we met at a campsite close to the Nullabor, hitching with a caravan from Sydney to Perth but WITHOUT a vehicle – he was seeking people willing to tow him westwards; he had got so far and was confident of reaching his destination. Appearances deceive, charming fellow.  In St. Helens, Tasmania, we met Barry from Melbourne who, that day had visited his brother’s grave for the first time in 8 years.  After, he called into the local RSL club, on the off-chance that he might meet someone who remembered his brother Maurie who had collapsed and died while pulling pints at the club in 1983.  He was directed to two old guys in the corner who remembered him; one produced a pen-knife from his pocket - given to him as a keepsake by Maurie’s widow.  Lovely.
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Lake St Clair: Finishing the Overland Track, late February

There has been plenty of downtime during our travels and we have read many books and played many games of Scrabble.  We were slow to discover the goldmine of books in the op shops where you can pick up some great reads for 50c or $1, compared with $5-10 in the second hand, and $20-50 in new bookshops.  We have read many Australian stories, travel adventures and also re-read some tales by Wilbur Smith and Jeffrey Archer (published prior to his incarceration by Her Majesty; he lives like one of the rogues in his books).  We carry a Travel Scrabble with electronic dictionary to verify words – insufficient space on the bikes to carry a dictionary book.  The disadvantage of the electronic dictionary is that it does not give definitions so you miss out on learning meanings of new words.  Sabine and I are generally pretty even and have increased our aggregate scores over the months.  We have made few seven letter words, although in one game Sabine managed consecutive ones – mailout and hooning – but, neither was verified by the Chambers electronic dictionary.  ??

During our house caring, it has been irritating to see that the daily temps in Auckland (+/- 20C) have been a good bit higher than those in Melbourne (+/-16C).  It has been pleasant to enjoy some home comforts again, comfy bed, warm house, varied food, fluffy towels, comfy chairs and Aussie Rules footy on TV.  We have enjoyed exploring Melbourne in autumn, relaxing and taking the dog for walks.  The three-week break from camping and travelling has been welcome, but I’m looking forward to Northern Territory in May, although not so keen on going back to more porridge, dehydrated peas and powdered milk!!     
Taylors Lakes, Melbourne
24 April 2006  
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