Alice to Aileron

We left Alice Springs around 9am and had breakfast at McDonalds on the way out to the highway.

The trip to Alice Springs had seen the death of a cyclist at Bordertown. A B-Double truck had hit him and when we went past they had the front of the truck covered. Not the sort of thing to fill us with confidence in our expedition. There were lots of eagles thru to Alice Springs, and boy are they big!

Alice was 1 degree when we left and the temp got to around 19 C mid afternoon with a lovely SE light breeze. Our aim was for Connor well which is just a water stop, but we were travelling along nicely at 23km per hour which was excellent with some 22kg extra gear on the back of each bike.

Leah was very nervous leaving Alice with all that rear weight and we both found it difficult to manoeuvre the bikes when not riding due to the huge weight. We began to worry that we should have more weight on the front (we had no front panniers), but it all worked out okay in the end.

We stopped at the “highest point” monument that indicated the highest point between Alice and Darwin—all downhill from here!

The next stop was an hour away at a wayside truck stop and lunch at 1pm. We decided to ride on past Connor Well and get to the Aileron roadhouse. We made a quick stop at Ryan well (not working) and were now getting tired. A couple of Red Bull kept us going and with the sun going down we turned off into Aileron roadhouse and caravan park, put up the tent, had a shower and into the roady for a beer or two and meal. We had ridden 140km. The host gave us a free apple pie for our efforts.

We had averaged 18.6km/hr with a maximum speed of only 25.7 so a fairly flat steady ride once out of the Alice hills.

To Ti Tree

A slow start as we only have 60 km to Ti Tree and looking forward to abed after a restless night in the tent. The sleeping mats are thin but okay but after our first day and 140km they felt like rocks and the body ached all night—guess we are a bit soft. Probably only got 2 or 3 hours sleep. Aileron was a nice stop and very friendly and a basic truckie meal with lots of chips available.

We left Aileron about 9am and after the first hour and only one road train we met up with a couple of Grey Nomads at the wayside stop at Stuarts well (toilets and? Drinkable water) and nice table and chairs. They had been travelling for 20 years. He was not sure where he was going to die, but was going to avoid driving to that place!

We moved on and met up with our first non motor vehicle tourist….on roller blades! Philippe was from Switzerland and was riding and roller blading from Alice to Darwin, then Uluru, with his son. They had started with a trailer but it broke 2 axles in the first 2 days, so bought a bike and hitched up the trailer. 5 mins after meeting Philippe we heard his son calling out coming around the bend. Philippe queried whether we had seen an English lass, which we hadn’t, but found her 10km down the road with a huge load of gear on her mountain bike but looking strong and fit and obviously quite comfortable in riding alone in the outback.

We rode off into a slight breeze.

We rode the 60km all into the wind today and it kept our average down to 17km/hr. We got into Ti Tree looking forward to a small town and facilities, only to be told “no accommodation—only camping!….the sleeping mats again...damn!

A large number of indigenous people have been relocated to Ti Tree and camp mainly across the road. They had a party on when we arrived and were having a good time but all left quickly at 5pm.

I had hoped to get some nuts and bolts for the pannier rack here as the bracket has come loose, but no such luck here so have taped it up securely and will keep an eye on it along the way. Leah’s rack is also loose and will need to check them both each night.

Clothes washed and hung out on a tree and this amuses an emu behind the fence.

We bought water today and filled our bottles and 2 6 litre dromedary packs as we may ride past Barrow Creek given its reputation. However, if they have a bed…….???????.

There were several eagles today but no other livestock. Only a couple of road trains and we got off the road for one but the gravel makes it tricky.

To Barrow Creek (Wolf Creek??)

We set off for the infamous Barrow Creek a bit after 8am and some breakfast at the Ti Tree roadhouse and again after little sleep in the tent.

The hosts didn’t seem to like Leah very much as we are sure they had plenty of motel space but said “nothing available—only camping”. Maybe it is the crew cut and grey hair!

We head off into a Northeasterly wind, which keeps our pace well down, but enjoy the scenery. We met a couple of Britz drivers who had broken down and met up with them again at Barrow Ck and they had been robbed after only leaving their van for 20 mins to get help. People must just wait for an opportunity and this was very sad for the young foreign couple that lost some of their few possessions.

We eventually got the 90 km to Barrow Ck and were met by 2 dogs and a donkey out the front. Again, no accommodation and not even camping was suitable. Leah had a bad feel about the place anyway and it is always best to validate such ‘feelings’. We foolishly enquired as to other camping spots and were told just 15 or 20km down the road. After 40+ km we gave up and made camp for the night in the light bush and enjoyed a meal of rehydrated beef curry and pasta. We had ridden 135km.

Just on dusk we heard a car travelling very slowly. The car occupants were looking into the bush at us and came to stop, moved off and stopped again, before driving away. This was most disconcerting, as they seemed to be looking for us and after the young couples robbery it made us a bit edgy. I slept with 6” of cold steel beside my bed, but we were obviously pretty tired because we both slept well. Between 2 and 3 am there were several road trains and even though we were 20 metres off the road in the bush, it sounded like they were running over us. Around 5 am to 7am was coldest again and around 1 degree but after some muesli for breaky we headed off for Wycliffe Well

To Wycliffe Well

We headed off just after 8am for Wycliffe Well and on arrival we booked into a lovely room with a spa! The spa didn’t work but a bed was enough! Great room and a lockable front vestibule for the bikes—Unit 16. TV reception and SBS of the 3rd test in cricket was excellent and too many beers—life is tough! We need to ride 132 km to Tennant Ck tomorrow.

It was another headwind day today and again hard, slow going. Where are all these South East winds? We averaged only 16km today and we will need some help tomorrow for an otherwise 8 hr ride.

Wycliffe Well has an alien theme and is pretty tacky, but the facilities, cabin, meals, laundry, toilets, pigeon coop, donkey, camel, train rides etc and lake and works in progress are all impressive for the Big 4 caravan park—a good effort.

The wind has burned our faces and we are not attractive (like we were once!). The wind never seems to stop out in the open plains. Purchased some baby oil to help to moisturize the skin but a bit late now.

Bike checks

I check the bikes each night now as many parts loosen off on the rough sections and due to the large weight we are carrying on the rear (not only the bikes!).

The weight loosens the pannier racks but also headset, seat posts, water bottles etc. The tyres haven’t changed pressure and after 3 days of the weight this is good (continental top tourers 2000 28mm).

Oh...almost forgot about the donkey at WW. The donkey thought I was a bit of alright and got a bit excited, so much so that we had to lock ourselves in HIS paddock whilst he had the run of the park and had us trapped. After some time he lost interest and we quietly crept away to investigate the proposed barramundi fishing lake.

To Tennant Creek

Up for breakfast at 7.30 before the 132 km ride to Tennant Creek. Head winds again! This is most unexpected. We went past Wauchope pub at the 17km mark and we were glad we stayed at Wycliffe Well, which was excellent despite the rampant donkey. Another tough climb (no, it is not flat out here) and into the headwind to Devils marbles at 12km/hr. We rode into the conservation area and around these strange eroded rocks but felt a little depressed by the tough slow start to the day and it took us over 2 hrs to ride the 27km to the marbles and at this rate the 132km ride will be a very late finish.

As happens, fortunes changed and we headed north, still into the NE slight breeze, but downhill slightly and averaging 17km/hr.

We switch the lead every 5km and find these small goals helpful and set a goal every 20 or 30km to have a quick stretch or bite to eat/lollies. It may only be a 2-minute stop at best but it helps psychologically to have short-term goals and medium term goals to get you to lunch or the days end.

We saw our first and only dingo today. He was eating something near the road and was not interested in us, unlike the big grey Brahman cattle that were amazed to see us quietly pedalling along and took off into the bush. Once again it was the road trains that gave us most concern. Most of them pass by and give us lots of room but one in every 6 or 7 pass within 2 metres and the wind pressure can suck you towards them and that is no fun at all. 

We rode into Tennant Creek at 4.40pm which was great time given our slow start and the 132 we had to cover. We stayed at the Eldorado Hotel, which was okay. Once again we felt the hosts were not too keen about us and wonder if it is a reflection on bike riders in general or whether these desert towns really don’t care much for the tourists in general *guess they will never see us again?).

Tennant Ck is all barred up indicating a serious crime problem. No shop front is without bars on doors and windows.

The termite mounds along the way are sensational—thousands of them! As we get closer to Darwin they get REAL BIG!

In the motel we met Mary Brown who know Des O’Shea. Des’ father coached her husband in football when in Brunswick. She knew him as Dessie John.

The cultural centre has a good display here and the “Top of the Town” does an excellent bacon & egg sandwich.

The locals eat fried chicken; look depressed or vacant in expression. There appears little pride or passion within these indigenous people and many leg and skin injuries.

To Banka Banka Homestead

We expected to head east a bit into the wind and uphill but it was an easy ride out and soon we were cruising along with a southeast breeze over our shoulder and sitting on 24km/hr. We stopped at 3 Ways to get some sandwiches for lunch later at Attack Ck and made such good time that we considered by passing Banka Banka homestead and go on to Renner Springs. The Whittington Range and a wind change soon stopped that idea!

We met an American cyclist but he was not keen to get off his bike and rode around us in circles muttering something and rode off again into the wind. Later, we spotted a feral cat and several huge Brahman cattle. We also met a Greek lad who was cycling the world but was tired of the winds and thought he might catch a bus to the East coast—good luck! He pushed on into the breeze.

It was 106km to Banka Banka and we rolled in at 3pm and still windy from the east. Nice hot showers, facilities and a kiosk stocked with beer. There were about 15 vans in tonight and we set up tent for another cold night—must remember to take the thermals next time!

Banka Banka gives a talk at 7pm about operating a remote cattle station and it was quite good. It is 11300 square km property

To Renner Springs

Out on the road a bit later today at 8.40 and the roads are not in as good condition here as narrow. Some extra wildlife is evident now with a few birds and a lizard, but that is about all.

Ernie the Emu and the blue heeler dog seemed to be in charge at Banka Banka which was quite busy with grey nomads (retired couples in caravans).

There were more hills today but little wind to speak of for the first 40km of the 61km ride. It started to get very hot the last 20km and we could quickly feel ourselves burning up. We got into Renner Springs for a nice coldie and booked a basic room for the night. One cold glass of squash and both of us fell asleep for 2 hrs and realized just how much the sun had taken out of us and how we had used most of our water in such a short time. Tomorrow is a 90 plus ride to Elliot so we will need to head off early and cover most of the trip before noon and carry maximum water. It will be in the low 30s but with the addition of desert winds it is very drying.

We aired the tent in the afternoon, had a couple of XXXX in the bar of hats (lots of hats donated pinned to the ceiling and walls) and Leah did some washing. Tea was the normal truckie fare and no vegs. The accom was basic but good.

We are both peeling a bit and wind burnt.

To Elliot

Up early to get into the hills and the 90 plus ride to Elliot on a proposed hot day. 8kms in we stopped to check a clicking noise and I had 2 broken spokes off the rear cluster side which means removing the rear wheel, cluster, axle and plastic guard to install the new spokes. I foolishly decided to loosen off the opposite spokes and ride on as the wheel was still fairly true. Off we went again after removing the broken spokes.

The spokes on Leah’s bike cluster side were very tight so I loosened these off a bit. We trudged on at 12km/hr with a N/E wind that kept up for most of the day except one calm period from 80-86km mark. We had little energy today but enjoyed the scenery and heaps of traffic all wanting us to wave but it is hard when you are hot and tired. At 3pm we rode into Elliot and got a small roadside cabin based at the roadhouse as the pub looked very rough.

We met an older indigenous fella who was interested in our bikes and where we were riding. He had ridden a free wheel bike to Darwin many years ago and camped along the way. He pointed out his son who was the local policeman just as his son pulled up in the police van. The older man said he was a “wakka wakka’” or piss head. As his son came by he said not to believe a word his father had told us.

Everyone in Elliot gets a 6 pack of beer cans once only per day and this is checked off a list at the pub. No takeaways after 7pm and no extra rules for white fellas. We enjoyed our drink in the local pub with the locals.

Dunmurra

We made our own breakfasts with nutri grain so will probably burn that sugar off pretty fast but the cooked breakfasts don’t seem to work well for energy. We got some sandwiches for the lunchtime stop and headed off around 7.30am with very little breeze and a lovely morning. We have never seen one cloud since Alice and in fact didn’t get to see once until our last 2 days of riding. The wind came up at 9.45 directly from the north and we rode into it until the morning tea stop. 2 stray dogs came alongside the road but had little interest in us and probably belong to some locals. The indigenous people here have lots of dogs.

After lunch we had about 55km to go and the wind was not too bad but still from the North. The hills protected us when going uphill but we were open to the wind going downhill—not a bad tradeoff! It is amazing what us flat country riders learn on such a trip.

Head winds are better than cross head winds when it is hilly

Zebra finches are always close to water, and so are the budgies

Nuts and bolts wriggle loose!

Check your bike each night

In the last 20-25km use up your excess water to cool your body and thus carry less weight

Find good shady spots to stop even if you don’t feel too hot

Be willing to pay high prices for everything in the outback, as it is costly to provide

Enjoy the history of the area and the ever-changing scenery

The last 20km into Dunmurra (the local people could not pronounce the name Dan O’Meara) was faster as the wind dropped and there were some down hills. Arrived at 3pm and 30C so this was late enough. A nice roadhouse and meals here

Daly Waters

Just a short ride to Daly Waters today and a light tail wind! We stopped at the half way inn for a coffee then on to the Daly Waters pub. Just prior to the pub is a dirt road turnoff to a WWII airport and hangers and this was the first international airport in Australia. You could fly to England in the 1930s for 237 pound—a small fortune in those days. They flew around Australia and Daly Waters to Darwin to Singapore to London. Lots of history in the hanger and well worth the short detour. The runways still look in good order. We later found that this northern area is littered with old WWII runways and storage areas.

The Daly Waters pub is a classic and a must visit. We arrived just on lunchtime. Everything moved very slowly the more we head north, and after our 5th pot they finally had a room ready for us. We booked in for the nights “beef & Barra” feast and it was very well organized and dozens of grey nomads and caravans. The food and beer of high quality.

We averaged 20km /hr today so almost like a day off. My rear wheel is noisy as the spoke nipples are rattling so I taped them up for tomorrows ride to Larrimah. Hope they don’t come loose inside the tyre as this will make a real mess of the tube (but happy to let that happen and repair when necessary). Hopefully the tyre will last until Katherine where I can get it fixed properly.

So, who are the happiest drivers out here?

The kombi van drivers—old vans with young happy people

The Grey Nomads and caravans

Truckies and car drivers looked a bit bored

Britz van couples look comatose

Who are the most dangerous?

Road Trains—we probably have met around 60 and only 2 or 3 didn’t bother to move over a bit when they had plenty of room. These passed within a few feet of us and it was pretty scary and not necessary. The other 57 or so were excellent. We now get off the road for most of them.

We had one kombi van driver deliberately target us by travelling toward us on our side of the road with a van on his left. I had to dive quickly to the left to avoid him but saw him smirk at me as he passed. May the young man in the red bandana not run into me in the near future

The grey nomads and the Britz van type drivers have all been excellent bar one that nearly clipped us with his mirror, but this is one out of hundreds
Off to Larrimah

Our ride is going so fast now and we are getting fitter so it is easier. I miss the 3 kids though and will look forward to seeing them on my return. Larrimah, Mataranka, Katherine, Pine Creek, Adelaide River then Darwin. If all goes to plan we might change our flight tickets back a few days as we wont want 8 days in Darwin.

We were up early for a 7am breaky in the pub and on the road by 7.30 for the 95km ride to Larrimah. Little change in the landscape with well treed areas and some huge termite nests. There was one lovely flock of bright green budgies.

It started getting hot around noon but we had covered the distance well and rode into Larrimah pink panther hotel around 1pm and averaged 19km/hr. We paid $40 for a basic little room and had a buffalo pie at Fran’s house and a very large home made squash. Fran likes her money!

Mataranka Hot Springs!

We left Larrimah by 7.30 after breakfast at the roadhouse. They had no water and said the tap water was too heavily limed. I find it hard to believe they had no water anywhere! Generally we have found people not all that willing to oblige throughout the desert region, which is a bit sad really.

Little breeze to start with and then a light northerly for an hour as we headed northwest. We took 2 bottles of lemon with us and this was enough with our leftover water. We reached the t/o to Mataranka homestead and rode 7km directly into the wind but arrived at 1pm and plenty of time to freshen up and go for a dip in the thermal pools and take a walk to Steve’s hole and return for a schooner. Happy hour at 5pm.

This is a very popular tourist spot but well worth the visit. The water is crystal clear and about 34 degrees all year. Steve’s hole is a cool pond but was very nice and I could see the catfish underneath me in the deeper water. We rode 78km today and it will be about 112 to Katherine tomorrow and a rest day.

Katherine

Up at 6am and into Mataranka for breakfast before heading to Katherine. Headed past the first 2 roadhouses and not open, but the Shell to the North was just opening up so we had a toasted sambo and took 2 for the trip. The riding was reasonable and averaging a good 19km but after 30km the somewhat expected occurred—2 more rear spokes exploded and the wheel was so wobbly I had trouble steering to a stop and was sure the rear axle had broken. We wheeled the bike to a shady spot and Leah set up a plastic ground sheet and tools and we went to work. Removed the rear wheel and saw that another 2 spokes had broken on the cluster side, meaning 4 altogether so no wonder the wheel wobbled. Removed the axle and saw that it was bent a little but not broken. Next the cluster lock ring and cluster itself was removed and the plastic shield. We only had 4 spokes—2 front and 2 rear cluster sides but were able to fit all 4 into the required spots. We replaced the axle as well seeing we had a spare with us. This was a first for us and once the bike was back and running there was a feeling of pride in our new learned skills. The time spent with our local bike mechanic Trevor Morris in Shepparton before the trip had paid off handsomely.

We only took 50 mins and we were off again and worked hard until Cutta Cutta caves which is 28km short of Katherine. We detoured for the 2pm tour of the caves and then headed off the Katherine a little after 3pm and arrived just after 4.15 and found the bike shop to get some new spokes for spares and have the bikes looked over.

We booked in to the Paraway motel and went to the club next door for tea.

The next day was rest day and we went out to the gorge for a 2 hr cruise, which was quite enough, and spectacular. Only $22 and well worth the price. $11 return transfer seemed ok as well

Adelaide River

On the road again by 7.30 for the 112 ride to Adelaide River. Again the shoulders of the road are either very narrow or non-existent and we had a couple of close calls, especially one kombi van that passed within arms length when they had the whole road clear. When you are weary you get very angry with these drivers.

The ride from Pine Ck to Adelaide river is an easy 112 and mainly good down hills and easterly breeze helped. We had stops at Emerald Springs and Hayes Ck and although 32 degrees there was good cloud cover for much of the ride. We met a French lad going the other way and finding the going tough and no wonder as AR to Pine Ck would be a hard ride into the wind. He had cycled Vietnam, India and Cambodia and was now doing Australia. He didn’t like India or Vietnam so much but the Mekong delta (Vietnam) was good and Cambodia. We met another chap with a trailer on but he didn’t speak English and was riding Darwin to Alice as well. Most of the riders heading south don’t realize how tough and remote the riding will be and most have mentioned about looking for a bus and they don’t seem to be carrying much water.

Stayed in the AR Hotel/motel where the buffalo of croc Dundee fame stands stuffed on the bar!

Leah’s nerves in her hands are not too good and she is struggling to change gears. My big toes are numb. Apart from that we are in good order.

Happy hr at the pub and 6pm and all drinks, including stubbies are $2. The tour groups flood in during this el cheapo time and the largely overweight tourists have a voracious appetite and are quite aggressive in lining up for their meals.

Can’t get the cricket on the short wave radio here, which is a bit strange.

We saw some large cranes today and some more red tailed black cockatoo (gang gangs), and still lots of hawks (eagles have gone now)

To Darwin!!

Off to Darwin! Once again the road was poor with little shoulder and very rough. There were few times on this day when we felt comfortable as the traffic was heavy and fast and we spent some time off the road surface altogether. The wind was predominantly north as expected but can surprise and swing south for 15 mins and back again which is strange but what we have experience along the way. We got into Darwin around 2.30pm after a range of hills. We felt a bit flat when we arrived but after a shower and a couple of beers we celebrated our achievement and spoke of future big rides like Katherine to Broome, and the West Coast.

Summary

No major injuries

Some nerve damage to hands and feet

No punctures

No tyre problems

4 broken spokes

Bent axle usable

1 sicko kombi driver

1 McCaffertys bus driver an idiot

1 pioneer bus driver inconsiderate

Hundreds of grey nomads fantastic

3 out of 90 road trains a worry

The road in general is excellent with the worst section Katherine to Darwin

We passed dozens of tributes to killed motorists including entire families and no wonder when there is no speed limit, on narrow roads, with 2 heavy metal objects flying past each other at 240km/hr.it makes no sense in 2005. We kill ourselves annually at a higher rate than a Korean or Vietnam War but do nothing about it.

The white fella dominates the ‘best’ country north of Katherine whilst the black fella languishes in the savannah country still in hunter-gatherer mode drinking alcohol and eating fried chicken and chips (why hunt or gather?). Their health is poor with many leg injuries, eye disorder and ulcers exacerbated by the alcohol abuse and the fatty foods
It is a complex problem for which I offer no answers, but sad all the same.

The Trip/Raid

This is not a difficult trip or Raid for you Audax riders. The road is generally safe, water and food available at least every 130km and less. As with any raid there are poor sections of road that are less safe and precautions are required. The countryside is variable, interesting and the local pubs a delight. If you want a tour of local country pubs then this is the way to do it!

Almost every passing tourist waves and is awe of you out in the remote country and this is encouraging and helpful when you are tired after hours of riding. We often saw the same vans on our trip so I guess they were following our progress as well as they moved from stop to stop.

Km travelled = 1569

16 days

18km/hr average pace

50.9km/hr highest speed

Wildlife = eagles, hawks, cockatoos, parrots, budgies, kangaroos (dead), camels, one dingo, horses, cattle, finches, 2 donkeys, 2 dogs, a feral cat, 2 cranes.

Flies were no problem and we never used our nets

Mossies were no problem

The August to Sept timeframe can be highly recommended.

Please feel free to contact us on gordon2@bigpond.net.au for further information or advice on the ride or Ochre raid for Audax

