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April 1, 2013

Easter Monday and perfect weather to hike. We parked our bus in downtown Cooktown and hiked to the botanical gardens to find the trailhead to Finch Bay. This is a bay on the east side of the Grassy Hill headland that lies to the south of the Endeavour river. The hike began in thick rainforest and seemed little used. We saw an enormous spider, in a web across the trail and this sparked the precaution of the foremost hiker wielding a web sweeping stick to clear the trail. There is nothing quite like getting a face full of human-eating spider to ruin your day. After a couple of hundred yards, the trail crossed a narrow wooden causeway over a streamlet. On the end of the causeway was a large brown snake which took off into the undergrowth as we approached. Naturally Annette followed it with her camera whilst I stood at a safe distance, reminding her loudly that Australian snakes are both poisonous and aggressive when they feel like they are threatened. The snake shot up a tree and climbed the branches as though riding an elevator. Then it disappeared in front of our eyes. There was no way those skinny branches could support that snake and nowhere for it to hide - but nonetheless it was gone. Wow! We had been worried about lethally poisonous, trail hiding snakes; we didnt know they could hide in the trees with the carnivorous drop bears. 
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Our trail to Finch Bay climbed over the ridge and then plunged to the wide sandy beach below with awesome views of blue water and white sand. This would be a great place to camp as long as you knew that the crocodiles did not swim around the point. We hiked back into the thick brush to follow the rocky coastline before plunging downwards over steep and broken rocks to Cherry Tree Bay, another wild and beautiful place. It would have been a perfect hike, except that we ran out of beer too early in the day and there remained a long, hot climb over Grassy Hill and back down to Cooktown. We were savoring the promise of the traditional Barra, chips and beer at the wharf-side restaurants but all were closed on Easter Sunday. Back to our bus where food and refreshment awaited. An excellent hike.

April 2, 2013

Todays destination was Cairns, a coastal town of around 150,000 that is a popular tourist destination. However, we are coming here to get our bus serviced and carefully piloted the final section of highway which was very steep and with multiple hairpin bends. We stayed the night at the Cool Waters caravan park on the outskirts of Cairns and spent a delightful hour feeding stale bread to a coterie of turtles and fish in the nearby stream. We were joined in this endeavor by three small children, who not only helped us throw bread but provided a running commentary on the fish we were seeing. Annette was sure that they were going to be simultaneously drowned and eaten by crocodiles but in fact, all survived.

April 3, 2013

We dropped off our bus at SVS (www.svscairns.com.au) to be serviced and the SVS folks provided us a ride to the downtown marina. We are temporarily homeless and we wandered the waterfront, reminiscing on where DoodleBug was moored in 2006 and waiting for the mall to open with its shops and restaurants. We began our shopfest at one of Annettes favorite stores that sold kangaroo and crocodile products. They had a prominent going out of business sale sign in the window but the discounts offered were small. Nevertheless, when we left the store, I was carrying the best part of a crocodile in a heavy carrier bag. We spent most of the day touring the various aboriginal art galleries. Annette is searching for some well executed and authentic aboriginal art but it was in short supply. There were plenty of paintings by artists who claimed to be aboriginal but examination of their bio and photograph showed otherwise. Then there are those who really are aborigines and again, having a pure bloodline doesnt automatically guarantee that you can paint. Annette has painted copies of aboriginal work that look far better than some of the work we viewed. The reason that I am being cynical here is that we saw in Bali that much of the so called aboriginal artwork is actually derived from Indonesia. 
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This was once DoodleBugs slip!
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In mid afternoon I called SVS and was told that the work on the bus would not be completed today. I had requested a detailed check of all of the systems plus the scheduled replacement of the timing chain. We had anticipated that the work would take longer than one day and were carrying overnight toiletries thus we found a waterfront hotel and checked ourselves in. We had both completed luxurious showers (Australia doesnt have those stupid US federally approved misting shower heads) when the phone rang to say that in fact the bus was ready. OK then. SVSs shop foreman picked me up from the hotel in the bus and gave me a detailed report on the work they had done. I really was impressed with the detail of the service and feel that this is a shop I would heartily endorse. We drove our sparklingly clean and freshly serviced bus to the downtown area to visit the night market, a mecca of food, souvenir stalls and Chinese / Thai massage operations. Parking was in short supply and I was pleased to find a couple of spots vacant under a large tree. We parked the bus, got out and began to walk towards the market when Annette said, Look!. Above our heads were hundreds of fruit bats. These were not the moth sized bats of the Undara lava tubes, these were rabbit sized poop machines. The sidewalk bore evidence of their excretory capability and there was a distinct fecal odor to the air. Their tangible threat hung like Damocles toilet, right above my clean motor home with its innocent and vulnerable solar panels. No way! We backed out of the spot and re-anchored across the street under a bat-less tree.

The night market is a fun place to browse, situated about a half block from backpackers hotels, so there is usually an international flavor to the attendees. Annette was on a dedicated search to find coin purses made from Kangaroo male body parts. She did find them but was unimpressed, so instead she purchased three coin purses made from cane toads. I got a massage from a very pretty Korean masseuse, who said I was very tense and suggested that I suffered from too much driving. No, I said, too much shopping.

April 4, 2013

This morning we bought fuel, groceries, vitamins (you can live on a 100% beer diet if you take a multi-vitamin) and then headed back to the Cairns Marina to the crocodile products store. Annette had been negotiating with the manager by telephone to buy a crocodile tooth pendant. They had made a deal this morning and we swung by to close the deal and pick it up. Back to the Undara lava tubes. Actually, Undara lies on the east-west highway to Normanton on the southeast corner of the bay of Carpenteria and we need to go there. We picked up a campsite and that evening attended a campfire wildlife lecture. The lecturer was an Undara Guide and was very entertaining, being both knowledgeable and a fun lecturer. Everything was going smoothly until he told the kids that they could roast marshmallows on the campfire while he talked. What little self control the kids had shown up till now, evaporated in an instant and I am frankly amazed that we didnt have to call either paramedics or fire-service. 
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April 5, 2013

This morning when we awoke, there was a wallaby family grazing around the bus. Annette was very excited and was trying simultaneously to take pictures, remove the sunshade blocking the windscreen, while opening the side window. We broke camp and then parked the bus, in order to take a local hike and burn off some calories. We chose a hike through the bush to the top of a nearby bluff and then dropped off a slope to the banks of the hundred mile swamp, before looping back to where we had left the bus. The hike was beautiful with great views from the top of the bluff and an abrupt change of vegetation as we descended to the swamp land. What surprised us is how little the trail appeared to have been used by others. 

We rolled out of Undara and were soon heading west, crossing the Cape York Peninsula. At Mount Surprise (population 160) there was a sign stating that all vehicles must be washed to prevent the spread of weed. There was a free underbody wash that powered a prodigious amount of water below and along the lower panels of the vehicle. As we drove through the wash, we were completely blinded by the spray and edged forwards hoping we didnt hit anything. I expected the bus to spring a leak in places but now clean, we rolled on west along the empty highway.
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A river crossing

At Georgetown (population ~ 300), we stopped to view the Ted Elliot mineral collection. The mineral collection was an elaborate affair, housed in its own building and displaying nearly 5,000 specimens. The tour began with an utterly forgettable video presentation, which we sneaked out of part way through but the mineral collection itself was awesome. Well laid out and well displayed. I dont know if Ted ever married but if he did, his wife must have been overjoyed to have this lot donated and moved elsewhere.

Twenty kilometers west of Georgetown is the Cumberland chimney, the last vestige of an 1800s gold mine. The chimney was built in 1889 as part of a steam powered, gold ore stamper / crusher. Since there is a railway line nearby, I asked the lady at the information center if they burned lumber or coal to produce the steam. She said that it must have been lumber, since there is no coal in Queensland (!!??). OK then. A quick glance at the miserably short scrubby trees growing in the this part of the state, confirmed my opinion as to the reliability of her answer. We took a picture and moved on.
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Cumberland chimney
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Termite mounds

[image: img24.jpg]

Wallaby dent

The road west is single lane black-top and when we saw a road-train approaching, we slowed, pulled completely off the blacktop and stopped until it had passed. Those boys really drive fast and my guess is it takes a while for them to stop. In order to give ourselves more time to get out of the way, I determined to drive no faster than 80 kms / hour (50 mph) on the empty, single lane sections of road stretching to the horizon, bounded by red earth and scrub. At ten minutes to four, a wallaby shot out of the grass on the left side of the bus and we hit it with a solid thump. I pulled off the road and stopped and whilst I checked the damage to the bus, Annette walked back down the road to check the damage to the wallaby. The front bumper of the bus had taken the brunt of the collision and was concertinaed in one area but no other damage. The wallaby however did not fare so well. It was stone dead and after Annette dragged the corpse clear of the highway (so that the predator birds did not also become road kill), she found that the wallaby had been carrying a baby, that was also dead. We have killed two Australians! As we continued on our journey, a pall had settled over the bus and whereas before I was scanning the highway for road trains, I was now anxiously scanning the verges for additional kamikazes.

There were scores of wedge-tail eagles along the road and scores too of dead roos and wallabies. Annette had estimated the wallabys weight at 35 pounds and the damage to our bumper was remarkable. I imagined the potential damage of a full blown red kangaroo, with five to six times the weight and with the vehicle traveling at the speed limit. Kinetic energy ten times our collision? Not a pleasant thought. We passed a mango farm and then pulled into the pub at Croydon, population around 300. We ordered flathead fish and chips and chatted to the three English girls running the bar. They hailed from Winchester and Hull and had somehow managed to get themselves hired to work in this remote pub in the Australian outback. Just down from the pub was a caravan park where we pulled into for the night. I asked the park manager if bicycle riders were at risk of collision with kangaroos and he said Certainly. He explained to us that he had been walking, carrying a pile of towels between cabins in the park, when he had been knocked down by a kangaroo.
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Pub wall

Across from the park was a store with a sign proclaiming super-market. Annette pronounced this as being the size of an average convenience store / 7-Eleven / Git-n-Go, etc. We bought ice-cream bars for dessert and stood eating these, in darkness, in the middle of the road at the intersection of two highways, with the southern cross gleaming above and the silence of the bush around us.

April 6, 2013

The highway west of Croydon was a recently surfaced two lane road and after yesterdays experience, we drove at 80 kms. per hour, scanning the verges. We passed what I thought was dried roadkill in the middle of the road and I pulled to the center of the road to straddle it. The it raised itself and began to walk slowly across the road. I had by this time braked to a stop and Annette jumped out of the bus and ran back down the highway, to try and get a picture of the four foot monitor lizard that was now hurriedly heading for the bush. It was obviously undamaged and moved with alacrity, once it realized that she wanted its picture. We passed three more smaller lizards as we drove west and marveled that these are first we have seen that werent roadkill. As the highway turned north towards Normanton and the Norman river, the terrain changed from dry scrub, to treeless tidal flats. On either side of the road were scattered a couple of dozen huge Brolga cranes and a pair of Black Necked Storks also called Jabirus. Spectacular birds standing almost four feet tall.
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We passed a very dead feral pig and after yesterdays experience of hitting a 35 pound wallaby, we are so grateful we didnt hit that sucker - It would have put a dent in an M1 Abrams. We passed lots of wedgetail eagles, dead wallabies and dead kangaroos but arrived in Normanton unscathed and without further victims. Normanton is famous as the site of the largest estuarine crocodile hunted. It was shot in 1947 by professional hunter, Kristina Pawlowski. She made a career bag of 5,000 crocodiles and then decided to become a conservationist, proving that after all, she was a total putz. A bronze replica of the crocodile she shot is on display at a roadside park in downtown Normanton. It is 24 feet long and was estimated to have weighed over two tons. Kristina stated that it was fast asleep on the bank when she shot it.
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Normanton downtown

[image: img31.jpg]

Normanton railway station
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The road to Karumba
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We headed over to the railway station to see the information center and museum exhibits but found them all closed, on a Saturday and in tourist season. A friendly local schoolteacher warned us that if we needed fuel, both of the gas stations in town closed at noon Saturday. We hurtled over to the closest station and topped up our tanks - just in case, before continuing our trek to the coast at Karumba, allegedly a big shrimping center. This place was also locked up tighter than a drum but we followed the line of Utes pulling trailers with tinnies and outboards to Karumba Point. This is where the action is and both of the caravan parks were near full to bursting. We checked in at the park office and Annette bought 4 kilos of frozen shrimp, planning to barbeque some quantity of them tonight. Before this magical event, we took a stroll to the beach and walked amongst the thousands of beach shells whilst keeping a wary eye on the waters edge. Multiple signs warned of the danger of crocodiles and besides, we had seen the Crocodile Dundee movie. We were astonished to see a toddler with a puppy on a leash, paddling in the muddy water as dusk and feeding time approached. The parents had their backs to the water but after a while, the mother told the kid to get out of the water. Watching a crocodile attack on that child might have put me off my barbequed shrimp supper. Fortunately neither event occurred and I noted that there is cooked shrimp left over for Po Boys tomorrow.

April 7, 2013

A Down day today. We stayed another day at Karumba Point to plan our next move. We began the day with a beach walk but en-route to the waters edge, found an informal Saturday market underway. Annette found Peter selling stock-whips and purchased a shorter and more utilitarian version, in order to practice and increase her expertise. Peter has lived in the area for some number of years and we arranged to meet him later to discuss our possible routing. The issue is that the road we want to take is unsealed and other opinions as to its condition, have indicated that it is "possible with a four wheel drive vehicle, if you are prepared to get stuck. We arent driving a four wheel drive vehicle but Peter maintains that our knowledge of the condition of the roads is dated; only about 300 km of the 1086 kms. from Normanton, Queensland to Daly Waters, Northern Territories, remains unsealed. In addition, he said that this area has received little rain during the wet and the 300 kms. of dirt road is very drivable with a two wheel drive vehicle like ours, provided that we take it easy and adopt the precaution of first walking the creek crossings, before attempting to drive them.
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A Brolga crane
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Bay of Carpenteria
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We continued our beach walk and marveled at the quantity of shells we found. The beach is coarse sand and this overlays a sandstone / limestone mix, made up of ancient shell beds. The Gulf of Carpentaria is a warm and shallow sea, rather like the Gulf of Mexico and likewise teems with fish. Everywhere, there are small boats crammed with anglers, just like Padre Island, Texas but with one marked difference. There are no swimmers, no water skiers, no sail boarders, in fact no activity that places human bodies in the water. The water looks clean and inviting but the lethal combination of estuarine crocodiles, sharks and jellyfish make the risks too high. 

We did visit that afternoon with Peter and Anne and by then, Peter had telephoned his sister Christine, who runs a gas station in Borroloola. She reported the roads in good condition with occasional motor homes, such as ours, coming through.
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Beach combing
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Mud crab
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Stock whips

Annette just had to buy a local mud crab at a cost of $35. I personally dont believe in working for my food more than once but as a gesture of solidarity, I drank beer and provided verbal encouragement, as Annette struggled to extract edible meat from the armored corpse. I found a pair of vice grips to crack the claws with and several paper towels to mop up the blood, after she cut her hand on its shell. The crab seller had told her to rip off the back of the shell and discard the dead mans fingers within. An apt description, I thought. All told, her yield amounted to a handful of crab meat. Perhaps charitably eight ounces, giving a price of the extracted meat of $70 per pound. Enough for a couple of crab cakes provided you add plenty of bread crumbs.

April 8, 2013

The big push west begins today! We topped up our diesel tank, filled our two extra 20 liter fuel jerry jugs, checked that the water tank was filled and then drove to Normanton for the last ATM we might see in a while, the grocery store for food and drinking water and finally the bottle shop for a couple of cases of beer. The latter is the only place in Australia where you can purchase beer in quantity. These facilities are almost always associated with a hotel, which we already know, means a pub. We have never found a town in Australia without a pub but in the outback, we have found a pub without a town. On the road from Karumba, we had slowed for three baby emus walking sedately along the blacktop. Then they launched awkwardly into the air and flew away. Emus dont fly! These were Bustards and look rather like large geese with long spindly legs. We checked at the tourist information and were assured that our proposed route was closed to conventional vehicles, like our. High clearance, four-wheel drive only. The information booth lady assured me that just last week, she had attempted to drive the road in question, in an SUV. She had been forced to turn around after 20 kms. because the road washouts and corrugations were too severe for her to continue. At the grocery store, the lady setting out the vegetables assured me that the road was in fine condition and the river crossings were all low, due to the lack of rain. We decided to head down the first road section to Burketown and if we had to reverse course, then that is what we would do. 
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Crossing the Little Bynoe River
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Storks and pelicans
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Bustard
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Dry river crossing
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Eagle
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Termite mounds
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Even more termite mounds
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Road kill and buzzards

We left Normanton on sealed road and passed a road-train pulling three trailers. If road-trains were coming through, the road must be passable to some degree. Shortly thereafter, we passed by the location of Burke and Wills camp number 110 and as we transited to unsealed roads, we saw two more vehicles. We were not to see another vehicle for the next four hours. The empty road stretched before us and it was like driving through a zoo. This is savanna country, deep grass with scattered trees. I kept expecting to see a pride of lions, or a giraffe or two in the distance but instead saw wallabies resting under trees, scores of Brolga cranes, Black Necked storks, Bustards and huge Wedgetail eagles. There were several river crossings but the culverts or crossing points were concreted. Only one place had water over the road and it was perhaps an inch deep. The streams were filled with huge rocks and the water was milky green and cool looking under the shade of large trees. The largest river crossing was at the Leichhardt River and the concrete causeway passed just above the rocky falls of the river. A terrifying place with the river in flood. Today, it looked a beautiful place to explore and we would have done so but for the large sign warning travelers of the risk of estuarine crocodiles. If you dont know the rules, dont play the game! We pressed on towards Burketown and passed the only other vehicle of the day.
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The Leichart River
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Savannah
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Burketown

Burketown is touted as the Barramundi capital of the world and we first headed for the historic post office and museum. Closed. Frank, the proprietor was out of town. I almost quipped that he was probably wrapping up his rehab but demurred, as the lady who provided this information might have been Franks sister. All else in town was closed, thus we headed over to the caravan park, parked, plugged in the power and turned on the air-conditioning. By dusk, the temperature had dropped, the only restaurant in town was open and we walked over for barra and chips. OK but not world class. The restaurant is named for Burketowns other famous attraction, a meteorological phenomenon called Morning Glory. This is some kind of rolling cloud formation. Wrong time of year was the response to our enquiry.

April 9, 2013

The caravan park owner / manager provided the information that there was 300 mm water flowing over the causeways at the Calvert and Robinson river crossings. I carefully measured the distance from the ground to the body of the Coaster at 320 mm. Theoretically, the river water would only be at axle height and not pushing against the body of the vehicle itself. I then queried a couple of fellow campers, who were wearing work clothes and had a serviceable looking Ute parked nearby. They assured me that the road out to Doomadgee was in good condition, there was low water at the river crossings and further, all of the crossings were concreted. We filled up our diesel tank again and headed west.
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Wills Highway
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A water crossing
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Dont drive off the concrete
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More water crossings

[image: img62.jpg]Doomadgee

[image: img63.jpg]

The Doomadgee grocery store  note the garden gnomes

[image: img64.jpg]

Wreck in bush
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The road to Doomadgee was excellent and we made good progress. We passed no other vehicles but tire tracks in the dirt showed several vehicles had passed recently. Doomadgee is an aboriginal community 93 kms west of Burketown and we stopped at the single store to query the road conditions ahead. Annette reported that the store carried the usual groceries, plus red-hatted garden gnomes, art supplies and Tabasco. The lady at the check out said the road was open west but heavily corrugated. She was immediately corrected by a customer, who added that the grader had gone through last week and the road was freshly graded to the Queensland border. Thus fortified, we set off again, bound for Hells Gate Roadhouse, 80 kms. further west. It was a beautiful drive with blue sky, sunshine, the green of the bush contrasting with the red dirt of the road. Most sections of road did appear to have been recently graded, with just a few rough spots where it had been too wet for the grader. The river crossings were mostly concreted but there were several places where the water flowed across the road and we drove in first gear, trying to see ahead that there were no potholes to drop our axle into. The water depth was about a foot (300 mm) but this was not the place described as the major crossings. We were still in Queensland and the troublesome crossings were all allegedly in the Northern Territories. Our river transits were both exciting and mysterious, as we usually plunged into cool shadow by the tall trees along the riverbanks but these crossings were also troubling in that we had been assured that all were dry to the Queensland border and this was not the case.

We had been told in Burketown that Bill Olive had recently retired and had taken up residence at Hells Gate Roadhouse. When we arrived at Hells Gate, there was but a single person in evidence and unsurprisingly, this turned out to be Bill Olive. He was a fount of information. We would have bought a beer but he had recently lost his liquor license since the government had judged his operation a public nuisance. I appears that most of his customers were aborigines, who drove the 80 kms. from Doomadgee at breakneck speed, to buy a couple of cases of beer and some groceries. They would also buy a little fuel from him. Bill said that his customers preferred to keep their trucks near empty, in case they were stolen. In this event, they couldnt be driven far. Since the government had grabbed Bills liquor license, his annual sales had dropped from $1.2M to around $190K. Bummer. I felt bad in that we needed neither diesel nor beer since both gauges were still showing full. Bill provided the unwelcome intelligence that several of the other rivers to the west were over the road and the reported depth was one meter  about thigh depth. He suggested that we wait at a crossing where we were unsure, watch a four-wheel drive go through and see how they made out. When I pointed out that we hadnt seen another vehicle on the road in two days, Bill remonstrated that three small 4WDs travelling together had gone by just this morning. A meter water depth was just not going to work for us. The bus is 24 feet long long and beside the obvious problems of the interior filling up with water, the force of the current on the bus body would likely push us off the causeway, down the falls to the waiting crocodiles below. Bill suggested that if we continued another 110 kms. west, across the border into the Northern Territories, we could cut southwest over the Calvert Road for 258 kms. and then pick up the Tablelands highway back north for another 170 kms. The latter was sealed but this combination made it 538 kms. to the next fuel stop, all but 170 kms. on dirt roads. A quick calculation and we decided that it was doable and bidding goodbye to Bill, we set off.
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Hells gate international airport
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The bar at Hells Gate
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The road to the Northern Territories
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The road continues

The road was indeed graded for most of the 50 kms. to the Northern Territories border but after we left Queensland, the quality of the road deteriorated sharply. The causeways across the minor river crossings were not concreted and we plunged steeply to a mud and rock filled stream bed before scrabbling at an acute angle up the other side. As I remarked to Annette, my prior experience in crossing stream beds on a mountain bicycle really paid off here. I would pick my track through the obstacle, shove the gear shift into bottom gear and hold the power about medium throttle until we poked out at the top of the bank. Really glad the bus has duallies on the back axle. Still a very pretty drive through savannah with some heavy brush thrown into the mix where the road would cross the streams draining nor nor east into the Gulf of Carpentaria. Annette remarked that the windshield that had been cleaned in Burketown was still remarkably free from bugs. We saw roos in the mid afternoon and lots of cattle and flies. Finally we arrived at the undistinguished turn, and proceeded west southwest, heading uphill into the tablelands. This road was rocky and rugged in the beginning and at times, little more than a track. We were concerned in that Matilda (the Tom Tom GPS) refused to recognize its existence - not too surprising since it is shown on the paper maps as a minor unsurfaced road but another possibility was that we had simply taken the wrong turn. There were few recent tire tracks but that those that existed, we followed. My theory was that the Redbank mine, invisible to us as we passed its turnoff some thirty kms. back, would likely use this track as a supply route in the wet. We pressed on. After some 30 kms. we came upon the Calvert Hills Station and pulled into their yard. The man who approached to meet us indicated that the road was a little rough for the next 40 kms. or so but would smooth out once we got on top of the tablelands. He suggested a campsite some forty kms. further down the road and we again set off, seeking the third concrete culvert along the track. This took nearly an hour but we forded a stream and turned into a gravel pit area that had been used by the road maintenance crew in times past, as a staging area. We have not seen another vehicle since Doomadgee early this morning and this will be our first bush camp alone.

[image: img72.jpg]

One set of tracks since the last rain
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Water crossing
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Northern Territories Border
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No concrete crossings on this side of the border
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Livestock!
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An empty road but good condition
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The Calvert turnoff
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Follow the tire tracks, miss the termite mounds
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Not everyone misses
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Kangaroos and cattle
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Approaching Crawford Station
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The Crawford Station

In the spirit of the early explorers, I fired up the generator we have been toting since Sydney, switched on the air-conditioner and turned the propane hot water furnace on for our shower. Annette and I then took a walk through the bush in the vicinity of our campsite but the nearby water hole showed only cattle hoof prints in the mud and nothing but miles of bush all around us. I decanted the extra diesel from the jerry jugs into the main tank and thoroughly cursed the officious, bureaucratic morons who dictated the so called spill proof spouts on the jerry jugs. You cannot buy jerry jugs without these worthless contraptions and I have spilled more fuel using them than I ever did before they were mandated. Eventually the jugs were empty and I didnt spill any. Just grumbled a lot. The fuel gauge now shows full again. You could not hear the generator from inside the bus but it sounded really loud outside and at 9:00 p.m. when we shut it down, the bush was whisper quiet around us. The stars gleamed hard above with the scatter of the milky way. We saw a satellite passing dimly and a sudden burst of light from a star, that immediately dimmed. A distant supernova? It was now quite cool in the bush compared to the baking temperatures of earlier today and we were quite comfortable sleeping with just the side windows slightly open.
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Crawford Station
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Close the gate after you pass
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A toppled termite mound
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A water hole.

April 10, 2013

We arose early and since there was no cell or internet connections to delay us, we set off in the pre-dawn darkness, the bus headlamps lighting the track before us. The track was rough in places and the dim light of an approaching sunrise did not provide sufficient contrast of the washouts and similar obstacles, so we drove cautiously. A blown tire or broken axle would be a problem anywhere but particularly out here. We could see high ground to our left side and as the trail rose to meet it, the vegetation changed from bush to savannah and the rocks became fewer. Soon we were skimming over sandy trails at 70 km / hour, with only the occasional drainage to slow us down. There were a couple of places that were scary for us in that they looked like giant mud holes with deep vehicle ruts. If we got bogged down in mud, we were likely going to be sitting for a while until someone came along the track who could pull us out. Fortunately, this didnt happen and each time we passed such an obstacle, I would pat the dash encouragingly and say, Good girl! Well done! 
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The Crawford Tabletop Road
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Feral cat
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Along the Crawford tabletop
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Finally the Tablelands highway  still no fuel.

Our map showed an intersecting track around the mid-way point of our passage between the Savannah route along the coast and the Tablelands Highway blacktop and if we had calculated correctly, we should pass this about an hour after we broke camp. Sure enough, we began to see scattered cattle in the bush and then a side road bearing the name of a distant station. There were also additional tire tracks joining our route and the surface seemed smoother. As we drove, flocks of bright green budgerigars would explode from the sides of the trail like scattering green jewels. We saw no kangaroos or wallabies but all kinds of storks, bustards, kites and eagles, galahs and pied birds that take time and a field guide to identify. Sometimes we would have to come to dead stop to move cattle from the trail and then the trees went away and we traveled through an ocean of grass, stretching to the horizon, uninterrupted by bush or beast. Matilda had begun to acknowledge that we might be on a track she approved of and the kilometers were being eaten away. At around 1130 a.m. we arrived and turned north on the blacktop and were immediately passed by two vehicles heading south. We have done it! We have crossed the unsealed portion of the Savannah Way.
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Arrived Cape Crawford
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Laundry day
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Emu herding
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The sty outback
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Swat and drive
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Another fine Bustard

The highway north to Cape Crawford was single lane and so badly patched and rippled, it was like riding a bucking bronco and we were forced to slow to 60 kms. / hour in order not to become airborne. In fact, sections of the dirt road we had driven across were smoother. Nevertheless we arrived in cape Crawford in early afternoon and purchased fuel. I estimate that we still had 34 liters remaining in the tank when we did this - far more than I had expected. We decided to spend the night here at the caravan park and also enquired about the advertised helicopter tourist flights. We were told that, she the pilot, was not yet back. She is probably in rehab with Frank the postman.

April 11, 2013

Cape Crawford had no cell phone service, no internet and the like and we had already seen the roadhouse. Time to split this pop-stand! We headed west for Daly Waters on the Stuart Highway. Daly Waters is a stop in the road with a population of around 23 souls but has had an amazing history. It received its name from John Stuart, when he stopped here during his third and successful attempt to cross Australia from south to north in 1861. There remains a tree here that has a large S on it, allegedly carved by the Stuart party. The telegraph line that reported the capture of Ned Kelly and his gang, reached Daly waters eleven years later in 1862 and I presume a regular track would have existed to maintain the telegraph. I dont know when the airstrip was created but the airfield here was an important stop on the 1926 London to Sydney race and also a refueling stop for Qantas (Queensland And New Territories Aero Services). In WW II, there was an airbase here and it was bombed by the Japanese some 90 or so times, presumably because the airstrip was first used by the RAAF and then later by the US Airforce, as a base for B-17 super-fortresses. The airport was closed to commercial traffic in 1965 but the original Qantas hanger still stands. The outback pub was built around 1930 and received its liquor license only 8 years later.
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A passing road-train
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Daly Water pub servo
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Pub decorations
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Marine Corps badge
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The Stuart Tree
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Tripod and basket
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Hangar view

We began our tour with a historic beer apiece at the bar. The pubs décor probably hasnt changed much since the American airforce was here, although the furniture would have been newer then. The interior of the pub was covered with pinned banknotes from across the planet, bras, underpants, billed caps, medals and military patches, plus decades of rusting junk. Annette donated a US Marine Corp patch from the military surplus store at Aransas Pass, Texas and which was promptly stapled into place. Part of the current bar had been used as a surgery for the WW II hospital but the latter was then moved about 50 kms. further south to put it out of Japanese bomber range. We headed over to see the Stuart tree with the S carved on it but first visited the zip line. This was a WW II construction in that the airfield was on one side of the river and the pub on the other. When the river was in flood, the early method to cross the barrier was a rope strung between trees but after a couple of accidents, a pair of steel tripods with a cable stretched between them was used. This still stands on the site, together with a steel basket for passengers and during the war, was a popular and exciting ride for the perennially thirsty, younger set. Next we headed over to the Qantas hangar which stood at the now abandoned airstrip. The hangar had a good display of photographs from the war, showing a busy and active airfield, a far cry from the weedy, dusty look of abandonment today.

We checked into the caravan park operated by the pub and parked alongside a near identical white Toyota Coaster motorhome converted bus. Later when we met the owners, Ed and Debbie, we were surprised to discover that not only this is the first Coaster motorhome we have seen on our trip but that the conversion had been made by the same company, Silversun in Brisbane. Ours is a more recent conversion and we are grateful to Ed and Debbie for allowing Silversun to practice on their bus before doing the work on ours. Our new met friends are semi-retired in that they are travelling Australia most of the year and funding their travels with their 60s Revolution Show. Eddie does Roy Orbison and Elvis impersonations and Debbie does Cher (They have a gig next week in Katherine, see: www.eddiedaniels.com.au). Since we we were parked alongside and in an identical bus, the pub people naturally assumed that we were were part of the band and Annette was asked if she was perhaps a dancer. They were a fun, adventurous and interesting couple to visit with and we closed the bar down, chatting late into the night. 

April 12, 2013

We headed north this morning, following the route of the Stuart highway. Some 50 kms north of Daly Waters was a fading sign on the side of the road indicating a WW II historical site, plus parking. We pulled the bus into the gravel parking area but it was weedy and showed little signs of use. We searched fruitlessly for the historical site and finding nothing, opened a gate and while scanning for snakes in the the brush on the other side, we followed an old trail but still found no trace of any artifacts. Back on the highway again, we had begun to roll north, when we spotted a sign, facing only the south bounders and indicating that the ruins of a WW II hospital lay on the other side of the highway. After reversing along the Stuart highway through the heavy traffic  OK, there was nobody in sight  we reparked on the west side of the highway and searched the east side of the highway. This time we found a weedy, overgrown trail that led to the extensive ruins of the sought after WW II hospital and a fading sign, punctured by ten OO buckshot pellets, explaining its history. The slabs of the buildings were extant but the buildings themselves had been sold --- wait for it --- to the owner of the Daly Waters pub! No wonder the old photos looked so familiar; the pubs outbuildings and extensions had been built from the recycled hospital buildings.
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The remains of the WW II hospital

Next stop was Larrimah, the WW II terminus of the Darwin to Adelaide railway. The southern section of the railway was begun from Port Augusta (just east of Adelaide) in 1878 and reached Oodnadatta by 1891. Construction of the northern section began in Darwin in 1883 and by 1929 it had reached Larrimah. The southern portion had a narrow gauge line extending from Oodnadatta to Alice Springs and this was also completed in 1929. This left a gap of 1,000 kms., where no rail was laid. In the 1930s, Australia anticipated war with Japan and began preparations for defending the continent. Darwin was the key port and outpost on Australias northern frontier and plans were made to supply and defend it, by bridging the gap between the two railheads with truck convoys. In the early 30s an experimental truck arrived from England, together with two self guiding trailers and thus began the experiment of the Australian Road Train. The museum at Larrimah had photographs of this vehicle, a necessary development in order to multiply the amount of war materiel that could be transported along the unsealed road between the two railheads. The Larrimah railhead was abandoned in 1976 and the line closed, with the rail being torn up and shipped to the east coast for use on the sugar cane railways.
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The Larrimah Inn
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Larrimah telephone equipment
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1940s road-train

Larrimah had also been an important repeater site on the overland telegraph and you can easily imagine the accumulation of turn-around truck drivers, plus transiting troops that would have been billeted here. Today the population is 11 and there is a pub, a free museum  very extensive and covering the history of the rail, the trucking effort, the telegraph, plus a free zoo. We wandered the zoo and marveled at both the broad selection of animals displayed and the time it must take for the pubs employees to care for all of these beasts and birds.
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Mataranka hot springs
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Mataranka trees
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The Roper River
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Next stop along the highway was Mataranka. All had insisted we stop here to enjoy the hot springs. The lady at the fuel stop said she wasnt sure if the hot springs were open because of the recent rain. Huh? Springs derive from down; rain comes from up - why would too much rain affect them? We drove over to the hot spring resort and found most trails closed. The walk to the springs that remained open was through tall trees and between the trees were scattered posts, perhaps 60 feet tall, such as you might find used for freeway intersection lighting. Atop the posts were large sprinkler heads and these are used in season to dissuade fruit bats from roosting above the trails. The single pool that was open was crystal clear, with a bluish tinge and looked very inviting. The other pools were closed and the balance of the trail showed flood debris in the tree branches some eight feet or so above trail level. We would have stayed longer but the trails were also signposted with warnings that the recent flooding had allowed crocodiles to migrate into the park and the flood debris looked even more menacing as we edged past, looking in all directions at once. In addition, the mosquitoes had found us and promised misery, offsetting any possible hot spring delights. Before we left town, we checked out the museum of the Never Never but it was a bust. Not worth the $3 per head admission fee. We moved on.
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Power line poles are metal
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Just a freshie
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Wallabies

Later that afternoon we arrived in the town of Katherine and found a slot at the Springvale Homestead park. The toilet / shower facilities were a little squalid but we can operate self contained and besides, we were already sucked in after watching the park manager feed a crocodile in the large spring fed pond that occupies the center of the park. This was a full grown, fresh water crocodile, about eight feet long. The croc was not a pet and was fed a chicken neck from a wire on the end of a pole. Although this was not an estuarine crocodile, seeing this primeval predator emerge from the water, crawl part way up the bank and then snap at the chicken, sent a chill through this ape descendant. We were standing about a dozen feet away and there was nothing between the croc and ourselves. I offered the park manager five dollars if he would put his head in the crocs mouth but he wouldnt take my generous offer. On our return walk to our bus, there was a mowed field that was hosting almost one hundred grazing wallabies. Annette tried to sneak forwards to take a picture but disturbed a nearby chained dog which began barking. It was quite a sight seeing this flock of wallabies scattering into the bush. 

April 13, 2013

This morning when we awoke, there were wallabies grazing all around the bus. A great way to be reminded that we are in Australia! We headed out on a Saturday morning for some tourist shopping, bearing in mind that rural Australia typically closes around mid-day Saturday and for the balance of the week-end. Our first stop was at N. T. Rare Rocks, where Annette purchased locally found, zebra rocks, fossilized mud wasp nests and steel balls from a gold mine rock crushing machine. But of course, you the reader, could have predicted this, right?
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Rare rocks for sale
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Rock crushing balls
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Rock collector heaven
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Almost all of the local art galleries close for the week-end during tourist season but we did telephone several and found a couple of galleries open. At Gallop Thru Time Gallery, we looked at an extensive selection of aboriginal paintings and met a local aboriginal artist, Kenneth Wark. Kenny had wandered into the gallery as we were browsing the artwork. He was clutching handful of reeds he had just plucked from the river bed and he borrowed a knife from Peter, the gallery proprietor, in order to trim his reeds to painting length. He paints with reeds instead of brushes and trims the reed to achieve the different widths he needs. Unsurprisingly, he prefers to work in air-conditioned gallery space and much of his work was on display. Annette has been collecting aboriginal art since her last visit to Australia in 2006 and chatted at length with Kenny about his style of X-ray art and the meaning of several of his creations.
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Preparing his reeds
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Kenny explains the picture
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The artist and the collector

Shopping sated, we then returned to our site at Springvale Homestead and after dark, cooled off in their spring fed swimming pool. However, before entering the water, we carefully examined the pool by flashlight to ensure that we were not about to share it with any of the parks reptilian inhabitants. Frogs and bugs, OK; crocodiles, not.

April 14, 2013

We began the day with a drive to Nitmiluk National Park, aka the Katherine Gorge. Several years ago it was decided to rename the towns, rivers and the like from the Anglo-Saxon labels the early explorers had applied, back to their traditional Aboriginal names. The result is that there are now two names for many places and few but the aborigines can pronounce them. Just as in the Pacific Islands, aboriginal peoples had hundreds of different languages and dialects, often in close proximity to each other, plus these languages, like German or Welsh are polysynthetic. That is, they string together a bunch of descriptors or concepts in to one long unpronounceable composite. (Try abanmarneyawoihyiukyirrurndeng in aboriginal diction or Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwyllllantysiliogogogoch in Welsh).

On the approach to the gorge were multiple idle helicopters waiting for tourists. I had already checked their pricing and at $660 for the pair of us for a 45 minute tour, we had swiftly returned to our original intention of hiking. The hike we had selected was a 4 km. loop walk that climbed the wall of the gorge before returning along the crest of the escarpment. It was another hot day and we were grateful for the multiple shade trees found on the climb up the gorge wall. A great view of the river and cliffs from the summit and an overall pleasant walk.

[image: img134.jpg]

On the Gorge trail
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The Katherine River
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A bat tree

On our return to Katherine, we hit the Katherine museum, a good stop. There were extensive displays of aboriginal artifacts, as well as WW II memorabilia, plus displays and a video of the Katherine floods. The large catchment basin above the gorge funnels massive quantities of the water into the gorge bottleneck, which has repeatedly flooded the town. The video showed the 1998 flood when the river rose 55 feet and most of the towns residents had to be evacuated by air. Like many places, Katherine has a 1,000 year flood, every couple of years. There was an outside display of the telegraph repeater station and lots of early machinery that somehow found its way to this important outback town. The museum grounds were also the site of Marksie's Stockman's Camp Tucker Night (Ph: 0427 112 806, www.marksiescamptucker.com.au) and we had booked a camp fire dinner with Geoff Mark, aka Marksie for this evening. When we arrived, Marksie informed us that the other couple who had booked, had just cancelled their dinner due to an illness and we were slightly embarrassed to be Marksies only customers for the evening. The ambiance was perfect, with the coals of a well laid camp fire, decorated with aged and well used billies, cast iron cooking pots, tin mugs and the authentic trappings of the cooksite on a cattle muster. There was the sliver of a new moon that did not wash out the stars of the nights sky, plus multiple wallabies grazing nearby. One wallaby in particular came to the campsite when called to be fed damper bread and grunted impatiently when Marksie wasnt fast enough to provide same. Marksie is a master story teller and wove a non-stop patter of stories, some probable and some not, into his preparation of the evenings meal. You can look up the menu on the link above but for us it was great evening and a not to be missed experience.
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Cooking fires
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Marksie cooking
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The first course
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Billy tea
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Marksie swings the Billy

April 15, 2013

Tax day. Well it will be for the USA tomorrow, cos we are nearly a day ahead of the USA, across the date-line. We left the Katherine campsite this morning and headed to town to refuel, dump our holding tanks and get beer. No rinse hose at the dump station (per the information center  the local council wont replace it because the aborigines keep stealing it) and you cant buy beer before two in the afternoon. We headed north along the Stuart highway and stopped to visit the historic pub in Pine Creek. The pub was built from local iron wood and bricks made from termite mounds and as we were the only customers, we chatted to the pretty bartender. She is from Toronto, Canada and came out here nine months ago with her Australian boyfriend, who works in a local gold mine. When she first arrived in Pine Creek, population less than 700, she gasped, Where is the town?. Welcome to the outback! 
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Termite bricks
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The Pine Creek Bar
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Painted Buffalo skull

[image: img148.jpg]

Apparently Pine Creek doesnt have aboriginal customers, or if they do, they are allowed to buy beer before two p.m. We repaired our supply shortage from the local bottle shop and headed northeast into the Kakadu National Park, arriving at Yellow River in mid afternoon. Earlier posted information had indicated that this facility was closed but this fortunately turned out to be untrue and we settled into a campsite and booked a river tour for the morrow.

April 16, 2013

This morning we took a boat tour on the Yellow River. Just upstream from the boat landing, there was a rope stretched across the river suspended by styrofoam floats, perhaps ten inches in diameter. The purpose of the barrier was allegedly to prevent the transit of fishing boats that might spread some specie or other of noxious immigrant weed but our guide instructed us to inspect the floats themselves as we drifted by. The park guides call these bite buoys and indeed, every float was thoroughly punctured by dozens and dozens of teeth marks. We were told that crocodiles are naturally curious and test bite objects such as the bite buoys, to see if they are edible. The rangers will monitor an area of billabong for crocodiles by seeding it with an unchewed bite buoy, that has been soaked in fish oil. When the buoy is checked later, the presence of teeth marks indicates the presence of crocodiles. Of course it occurs to me that this is not a fail-safe system, in that the absence of teeth marks does not guarantee the absence of crocs. Nevertheless we were impressed with the quantity of puncture wounds in the thirty or so buoys we viewed. We saw a large crocodile swimming across the billabong on the other side of this barrier but that was not our tour direction.
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A bite test float
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Monitor lizard
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Billabong
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Gathering nest material
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Crane
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Kingfisher
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Waiting crocodile
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The water in the billabong was smooth as glass and mirrored the jungle of tree roots and drooping branches. Our tour boat was a shallow draft pontoon and its path twisted and turned inside the maze of tree stumps and mud banks. The water level has been falling daily, since the flooding a few weeks ago and the river tour has had to adjust its route accordingly, with the new depths and exposure of new obstacles. At one shallow spot we saw a crocodile in our path but it sank slowly as we approached and we lost sight of it, even though the water depth was only about two feet. The bird life was amazing, we watched an osprey hunting, magpie geese, kingfishers, bee-eaters and many more too swift to identify, flitting across the billabong. We saw a large monitor lizard climbing the very tree where the ospreys were nesting - which showed either amazing nonchalance in going after the ospreys eggs, or amazing stupidity if it was spotted doing so. We saw three more crocs as we motored slowly along the Alligator River  badly misnamed as Australia doesnt have alligators - as well as vast floating mats of buffalo grass. This was an excellent tour affording us an appreciation of the different environments that span the park. 

We next drove to the site of Nourlangie and hiked up to the cliff face of an escarpment. Large blocks of rock had fallen from the face of the escarpment and some leaning, formed natural shelters from the elements for visiting hunter / gatherer aboriginal tribes. The shelters were also the site of ancient rock paintings and again, we were impressed at the detail of these images of fish, kangaroos, turtles and human or spirit forms. The artists had utilized different pigments in their work, ranging from ochres through earth reds and the results retain a three dimensionality that I have always found absent in North American aboriginal art.
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The escarpment
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Ed and Annette

Later, at the Bowali visitor center, we were told that the road to the aboriginal rock art sites at Ubirr had 400 mm of water at the two river crossings. We decided to spend the night at Kakadu Lodge Caravan Park in Jabiru and tackle the flooded road on the morrow.

April 17, 2013

We checked with the caravan park office as we drove out and sure enough, the two flood crossings on the road to Ubirr had reported depths of 200 mm. (8 inches). Nevertheless, when we approached the two crossings, we drove slowly and carefully. Although diesel engines dont have electronics that can be easily shorted by water, the bus air conditioner condenser is very low on the right side of the body and for us, the loss of air-conditioning would be almost as traumatic as a stalled engine in the middle of a crocodile filled river.
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Dingo
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Flooded road
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Ubirr rock art
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Another great hike at Ubirr. There were few other tourists and the overhanging roofs of the natural rock shelters provided shade as we examined the many ancient paintings. The Ubirr site also has great lookouts from the top of the escarpment, that were used as shooting locations in the Crocodile Dundee movies. We chatted to a park ranger about the problem of feral cats. During our drive across the Savannah route from Burketown, we had spotted three cats, hundreds of kilometers from each other and human habitation. The cats had run from us, when we slowed, providing the clue that these were feral. What had puzzled us was how domestic cats could survive in such an arid climate and since they were obviously successful predators, what gap in the predator / prey hierarchy of Australian wildlife they had filled? The ranger was very knowledgeable on the problem and indeed feral cats have become a huge problem, wiping out entire species of small marsupials and ground dwelling birds. He explained that the government had run out of funds allocated to their control. When I suggested that they simply charge hunters a fee to hunt unlimited numbers and actually make money in the process, he explained that the Northern Territories government doesnt trust local hunters not to shoot everything else on sight but that New South Wales was currently testing the concept.

Later that afternoon we drove towards the Adelaide River on the road to Darwin and stopped for the night at the Corroboree Park Tavern. The park had several paddocks at the entrance and displayed an albino buffalo as well as a freshwater crocodile and a five meter salt water crocodile. The latter seemed to be separated from the tourists by a screen of chicken wire that already showed signs of several crude patched repairs. The croc eyed us coldly and I remembered that it was not scheduled to be fed until tomorrow.
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Albino buffalo
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Freshie

April 18, 2013

This morning we buzzed over to the Adelaide River to take one of their famous Jumping Crocodile tours. We had heard someone complain bitterly that he wouldnt ever support such a tour, because it teaches the crocs to jump and they are therefore trained to approach some innocent fishermans boat and jump into the midst of bait, tackle, beer and potato chips. Well apart from the fact of wondering why any fool would fish on the Adelaide river in the first place, which is simply teeming with crocs, you learn that crocodile jumping is not a learned phenomenon. They do this naturally as part of their hunting behavior, in that they take birds, mammals, snakes or anything else they can get, from low overhanging branches. The Adelaide River is home sweet home to thousands of crocodiles but the little darlings are fiercely territorial and a dominant male will patrol his section of the river, offering combat to all male interlopers and any female that interferes with his feeding. Thus there are perhaps a dozen or so crocodiles that automatically approach tour boats expecting to be fed and the tour operators have even named them. Even if the foregoing was not true, I would still take a politically incorrect tour because it is fun and furthermore, Im not the fool in the tinnie with the bait and potato chips. In fact we loved this tour boat. It was a big double decker, with the lower deck windows glassed in. The tour guide mentioned that the government required abandon ship practices on a routine basis, in case of accident and that crocodiles typically attacked the Carley floats within forty seconds of their launch.
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As before, this was a fun tour and we marveled at the crocodiles who thrust themselves vertically out of the water, a distance of half of their body length, to take the proffered pork chop. Our guide also threw morsels of meat in the air for the circling kites and these birds would either catch the tidbit in the air and proceed to eat it on the wing, or grab the meat from the water with their talons. Cool! Annette showed the park guides the crocodile tooth she had purchased in Cairns and the guides estimated that it was derived from a five meter crocodile and therefore quite rare.

We motored onwards to downtown Darwin, found a parking spot with some difficulty but soon located the art gallery where we had purchased paintings in 2006 (www.aaia.com.au). The gallery specializes in fine aboriginal art and bore a going out of business sign. The proprietor indicated that tourism is way down and that real estate prices in Darwin have soared due to the shortage of real estate for sale, combined with a recent increase in the number of workers in the mining industries looking for accommodation. This reminded me of the phenomenon we had witnessed of an extraordinary number of four trailer road trains, heading east across the Arnhem Highway as we drove west. We had presumed that they haul ore outbound and fuel inbound for the uranium ore mines in Arnhem land. I dont know the average price of real estate in Darwin but a quick Google search indicated that the average price of a family home in Australias large cities is around $500,000. The locals cant afford the rent increases and are moving out and the miners arent buying art.

The gallery had hundreds of pieces of art for sale but much of the modern work appears to my eyes as two six packs art. Whereas traditionally aboriginal artists might have worked months on a piece, in recent times it looked as though the length of time the artist had invested was about as long as it took to consume two six packs. Nevertheless, this gallery still shows some very good work although it tends to be the older pieces.

April 19 through April 21, 2013

We spent three days visiting Darwin and began by visiting the East Point Military museum, located around a WW II fortress on the point of land to the north-east of the city. The museum had some great collections of weapons including a Bren-gun (light machine gun) that I have always wanted to own. You can legally own functional machine-guns in the United States, with the appropriate permit but somehow, there doesnt seem to be a way to legally own a Bren-gun, working or not. They also had a Bren-gun carrier, a light tracked vehicle and I learned that after the cessation of hostilities, hundreds of these vehicles had been sold to local farmers (without the machine gun) as surplus. The best exhibit was of a 9.6 inch gun that was mounted and which sat in the concrete bunker, guarding Darwin from the battleships that never came. It stands as a monument to the ability of the professional military to prepare to fight the previous war. The Japanese attacked with four aircraft carriers, plus land based bombers, for which Darwin was wholly unprepared in February of 1942. The 9.6 inch guns were delivered around 1944 / 1945 and fired but three test rounds. After the war and in an act of irony, they were cut up for scrap and hauled away by a Japanese salvage company. I had read this and was therefore a little surprised to see a 9.6 inch gun still in place. Upon examination, I realized that it was in fact a very well executed wooden mock-up of the real thing. We could have used one of these aboard DoodleBug when we sailed her through pirate territory.

We also visited Darwins oldest established crocodile park and zoo. We again viewed kangaroos, wallabies and antilopine wallaroos and I must admit, to me, they all still look nearly identical. Just different sizes with small variations in the shade of their sand colored pelt. The crocodile feeding exhibitions and raising pens were still exciting and Annette queried the museum curator concerning the tooth she had purchased in Cairns. It was carefully measured and identified as one of the two lower holding teeth in the crocodiles jaws. The age of the beast was estimated at 65 to 75 years and the length between 5.8 and 6.0 meters. (19 to 20 feet)

We next visited the Australian Aviation Heritage Center, where there is an extensive display of aircraft including one of only two B-52 strategic bombers outside of the US mainland. Annette lived on Guam during the mid-60s and remembers the constant take off and return of these huge machines, that at the time, were being used against North Vietnam. This museum had a poem painted on the wall, next to the Mens toilets and the poem was titled Bloody Darwin. It was a soldiers diatribe against this far flung outpost and reminded us of the hardship of living here under primitive war-time conditions. As far as I am concerned, the worst of these hardships was that beer was strictly rationed to two bottles per man per week. Bummer!

The Darwin underground oil storage tanks were completed long after they were needed and were never used. Construction of the tunnels was begun shortly after the February 1942 raid, when Japanese warplanes had utterly destroyed the original storage tanks. At the time, the tanks had been grouped together in neat military precision and painted white. The working conditions for the poor souls digging these tunnels with pickaxes and shovels in the heat and humidity of Darwin, can only be imagined.

The Art and Cultural Museum is always a good stop because it is both air-conditioned and free. Seriously, there are excellent displays of aboriginal artifacts, art, a great audio visual display of the 1974 cyclone that devastated Darwin and a very interesting display of predominantly wooden ships from the sub-Asian maritime nations bordering Australias north. Several of these vessels had been confiscated by Australian authorities for smuggling refugees or illegal fishing and some had been in legitimate commerce, such as a Pearling Lugger. During our travels, we had seen ships like these at sea, under sail and under power and marveled at the age and seaworthiness of the designs.

April 22, 2013

Westward bound again! We set out on the Berry Springs road for Litchfield National Park. This road was unsealed for thirty plus kilometers and we drove on it, just long enough to get the bus thoroughly dirty, before entering the National Park. Many of the access roads to waterfalls or overlooks were closed but one of the most visited sites, Wangi Falls, was open. There were two spectacular cascades, pouring from a cleft in the reddish rock and plunging into a clear pool below. Supposedly, this is a popular swimming hole but there was no cooling swim to be had, because of the crocodile risk. I can imagine crocodiles swimming miles up tidal rivers but have a real problem imagining them bounding up the various waterfalls like salmon. However, one has to suppose that the Australians do understand their wildlife better than us tourists. We spent the night at the nearby Litchfield Safari Camp and spent the afternoon with a couple of beers, soaking in what appeared to be a stock tank. Naturally the mosquitoes found us but since we had only our heads exposed, we smashed or drowned the first eight or so and the word must have gotten out because they left us alone for the balance of our float.
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Wangi Falls

April 23, 2013

This morning I armed Annette with a large can of bug spray before she left the safety of the RV to use the camp potty. Sure enough, the toilet stall was swarming with mosquitos and she liberally sprayed them before ascending the throne. She looked up later than she should, because like Little Miss Muffet, there was a huge spider directly above her, choking on the residual bug spray. Not the relaxing, gratifying experience she had planned. We decided to move on.
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Litchfield Falls
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Cathedral termite mound
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Termites

[image: img184.jpg]

[image: img185.jpg]

Magnetic mounds

We planned on hiking about 2.7 kms at Greenant Creek to visit the falls above but a warning sign advised us to wear clothing covering our arms and legs, to liberally dose any exposed skin with deet and then ran down a list of all of the awful tropical diseases we were going to expose ourselves to. Not! We had the recommended clothing available but it was already hot, thus we decided to blow this one off and headed over to see the termite mounds. These were interesting in that at the site we visited, there were two different varieties of termites in proximity to each other. One breed created cathedral mounds, sixteen foot tall structures of adobe colored concrete, built upon on dry soil. The other breed favored the adjacent wetlands and were the so called magnetic mounds. The mounds were dark grey colored, perhaps around eight feet tall but flat and thin and with a north south orientation. The thinness and orientation are supposedly for temperature control within the structure, influenced by solar heating. The mounds themselves are not magnetic but the question had been raised on how the blind termites were able to orient their domain to minimize their heat exposure. We read that when an experiment was performed by placing the mound in an artificial magnetic field, the termite construction crew oriented their new building to the artificial magnetic field, until it was later removed. The termites themselves had some mechanism that sensed the earths magnetic field. I wondered if the termites corrected for the difference between magnetic north and true north but the difference is only three degrees in this part of the world and they probably think that magnetic north is close enough for termite work.

We left the park but stopped for lunch in the village of Bachelor at the Butterfly Farm. Lunch was tasty and after admiring the butterflies, we fed carrots to several groups of pet bunnies. Very soothing, both for us and the bunnies. It was late afternoon when we left the Butterfly farm and as we had seen several wallabies that looked like they might have suicidal tendencies, we stopped at the Adelaide River Inn caravan park for the night.

April 24, 2013

The small hamlet of Adelaide River has the third largest war cemetery on Australia. In WW II, the railway line paralleling the Stuart Highway had multiple sidings for staging or storing war materiel. There was a large hospital here plus several nearby airfields airfields and the town was an important rear support location for the wartime port of Darwin. Tomorrow is ANZAC day in Australia and we were warned that the caravan park here would rapidly fill and there would be a huge influx of people for the remembrance ceremonies in the morrow. We decided we would chill for the day and attend the dawn service at the cemetery. For those readers unfamiliar with the term ANZAC, I have reproduced here what I wrote in 2008 when Annette and I visited the site of the Gallipoli landings.

In January 1915 the "Great War" that had begun in August of the previous year had now morphed into a horrific stalemate, where millions of soldiers faced each other across networks of trenches that ran in a band across France from the Swiss border to the Atlantic Ocean. The casualties on both sides were enormous and immense battles produced virtually no movement of the battlefield. Winston Churchill was Lord of the Admiralty, a civilian post as head of the British Navy and reporting to him was a "Sea Lord", Lord Fisher, essentially the top military position in the Navy. Fisher had suggested to Churchill that the Dardanelle Straits in Turkey could be forced by battleships. This would cause the fall of Constantinople, thereby severing Turkey from the war and allow an attack on Germany via the "soft underbelly" of Europe through the Balkans. Strategically it was a good plan and almost succeeded. It was defeated, as many attempts in wartime are, by inept "peacetime" military officers. The original plan was to use the firepower of the great battleships to outrange the Turkish forts guarding the straits and systematically destroy them. The risk of mines was well known but the attack was to be accompanied by mine-sweeping ships and the loss of several older battleships was to be expected. Although the battleships could operate out of range of the Turkish guns, the mine-sweeping trawlers could not and the civilian crews aboard did not like being shelled. By the time the crews had been swapped for military crews, much time and the element of surprise was lost. Two older battleships hit mines and the Admirals lost their nerve and cut and run. They decided that they needed ground-troops to remove the Turkish forts. As the generals cast around for troops to use, it happened that the first contingent of volunteers from Australia and New Zealand (formed into a single contingent - the Australia, New Zealand Army Corp or ANZAC) was passing through the Suez Canal on their way to the battlefields in France. The Anzacs were selected, together with other contingents, to make an a beach landing on the west side of the narrow Gallipoli Peninsula (the forts were on the other side of the peninsula). On 25th. April 1915, the Navy dropped the troops in the wrong place and the Anzacs found themselves on an exposed beach, as easy targets for Turkish soldiers shooting down at them from the steep hillsides. Even when a second landing was made, the British commanders had no sense of urgency about establishing and breaking out of a beachhead. The troops reconnoitered inland and then headed back to the beach to brew up tea. The next time they patrolled in that direction, they found a barrier of entrenched Turkish troops with barbed wire entanglements and machine guns. The same stalemate of trench warfare that existed in France, now existed on the Gallipoli peninsula. Over the next 9 months there were more than half of a million casualties with 36,000 British deaths, 47,000 French deaths and 55,000 Turkish deaths. The Gallipoli campaign was abandoned in January of 1916.

April 25, 2013

This morning, 5:00 a.m. found us walking in total darkness to the war cemetery about a mile from the caravan park. Ahead and behind us in the darkness was a string of other walkers and on our left, a bumper to bumper line of vehicles, SUVs, Utes and motorcycles, all bound for the same destination. The service began before dawn with various dignitaries laying wreaths at the foot of a large cross and then there was a long list of small organizations, volunteer firefighters, small businesses plus individual families who laid wreathes. As the darkness slowly lifted and dawn approached, we could see that there were more than a thousand attendees at the ceremony. It was particularly moving to see that this is very much a local and community affair. In America we dont have anything like this. We usually have one or two politicians, who have scrupulously avoided military service, making the usual bland speech in front of the TV cameras on Memorial Day but America does not honor its war veterans at the level that Australia does.

After the ceremony the crowd moved off to the local fairgrounds to consume a sponsored breakfast followed by the imbibing of prodigious quantities of alcohol. The playing of the game of two up is also legal in Australia on this day alone. In 2006 I wrote:

"Two Up" is the game that was played by the Anzacs during the Gallipoli campaign and in the trenches in WW I. It is obviously a complex and sophisticated game. The thrower placed three coins on a small piece of wood and then tosses them into the air. The players bet "heads" or "tails". Higher mathematics will prove that the coins will land in a configuration that is either three heads or two heads and a tail - in which case "heads" wins OR three tails and two tails and a head - in which case "tails" wins. Even though Australia has more slot machines per capita than any other country on earth, "Two Up" is illegal. It is "de-criminalized" on a single day per year - ANZAC day. I expect that the reason this game is so morally sapping and needs to be banned is that unlike the "pokies" (slot machines), the government doesn't get a cut of the "Two Up" revenues.

April 26, 2013

We continued south this morning on the road to Katherine and spotted two large wallabies that fortunately ran away from us. Katherine is the last sizeable town we will see for a few days thus we stocked up on a few groceries, topped up the diesel tank and filled one of the spare cans. Although fuel is available on the next section of highway, experience has taught us that the remote roadhouses can be pricey. We turned west from Katherine, back on the Savannah Way and the terrain was noticeably different. Rolling hills with rocky outcrops, boulders and hardrock cuttings through the ridges that the road had been driven through. The temperature and humidity were both lower as we headed into drier country. We stopped for the day at Victoria River Roadhouse. The main building bore a large sign stating that the establishment was Under New Management and superimposed upon this was another sign bearing the word Wife. Whether this meant that the previous owner had a new wife or that the wife of the new owner was in fact managing the roadhouse remained unresolved.
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Victoria River roadhouse
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The old bridge
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Annette cuts a fishing pole
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Croc fishing
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A croc attacks!
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The victim

We paid for a powered site in the caravan park and discovered that the tours of the Victoria River had been operated by the previous owner and were no longer available. The lady who checked us in suggested a walk across the river on the old bridge. We were cautioned not to approach the water because of the crocs. Not a lot to do so we grabbed a couple of beers and headed down to the bridge. The old bridge looked to be in fine condition, about thirty feet above the river. The new bridge runs close by, parallel and is perhaps another twenty feet higher. We wandered over the bridge, scanning the waters below for crocs, the banks for tell tale slides and saw nothing. The river was running slow and shallow and with lots of sharp rocks. Not really the place for crocodiles. As we headed back for the camp, Annette found a jumble of discarded fishing line in the gutter of the abandoned roadway. Do you think this would reach the river? she asked. I assured her that it would and as we both worked to untangle it, I queried what she intended to do with it. She said she wanted to flop the empty beer cans into the river and see if she could attract a crocodile. A futile exercise but since we had nothing pressing at that moment, we untangled the line, attached both beer cans and dangled it to the river. The cans just touched the surface if I leaned below the guard rail. She didnt like that and tore a branch from an overhanging tree that soon became a rough pole. She then began flopping the cans onto the surface of the river below the bridge. In less than thirty seconds, a five foot, fresh water crocodile appeared from nowhere and swam towards the cans. Neither of us really believed that this was going to work, so the camera was laying nearby on the ground. Annette was yelling for me to take a picture and I was struggling to get the blasted thing turned on. The croc nipped at the cans and then disappeared again. Rats! A few seconds later, it came vertically from below the cans, bit them and took them down. Wow! I managed to get one picture from above of the jaws closing and then they were gone. Apparently crocs dont eat empty beer cans, cos they popped back to the surface almost immediately. We rescued the cans and found that one of them has two sets of bite marks and was squashed near flat. This particular trophy we will carefully transport back to the USA to remind us that innocent looking rivers really arent.

April 27, 2013

This morning was the first cool morning we have experienced in a while. The ochre rocks of the escarpment behind us glowed like hot coals as the rays of the sun peaked over the horizon. We headed down the highway for a couple of kilometers before parking at a trailhead and hiking a trail to the summit of the rocks we had admired earlier. The trail curved up the steep slopes and gave great views of the Victoria River basin laying below us. In the distance we could see the cleared river meadows surrounding the Roadhouse where we stayed last night and no other buildings or sign of human presence as far as the eye could see. What an amazing country this is. The Victoria River, full of fresh water and crocodiles, lazily wound its way to the northwest, towards the Joseph Bonaparte Gulf. The trail cut through several narrow defiles and to our sides we could see where similar defiles had become chimneys during a recent brush fire and the rocks had been scorched by the passage of intense heat. From the summit, the view of the ridges and mesas on either side of the river reminded me a little of the Glorieta Pass in Northern, New Mexico. I gravely pointed out to Annette where the Union cavalry had hidden and where the Confederate artillery and baggage train had been placed but she didnt believe a word of it. On our return downhill hike, Annette discovered that she had picked up three kangaroo ticks as hitchhikers. I scoured my body looking for similar livestock but found none. This didnt stop me from itching for the next hour of course. 
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The escarpment hike
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The Victoria River valley
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The Victoria River roadhouse

The highway followed the course of the river and we stopped at Timber Creek in early afternoon. We booked a sunset river boat tour and believed we would cool off in the swimming pool for a couple of hours before our tour. Thanks to my upbringing in cooler climes, (plus a larger supply of body fat) I was able to enter the water but Annette couldnt get more than her legs wet. It was too cold for my tropical princess!
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Freshie
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The boat tour took us some 35 kms (22 miles) down stream and the Victoria River is very much tidal, providing habitat for both freshies and salties. We departed just after high tide and so the mud flats where we might see basking estuarine crocodiles were all submerged. We saw lots of wallabies on the banks as evening approached. The wallabies would approach the waters edge in order to drink from the Victoria River and thus they provided the primary diet of the salt water crocs. We did see several small four or five foot long fresh water crocs, as well as salt water crocs. The freshies were generally spotted on the banks whereas all of the salties were in the water. We passed colonies of white cockatoos, egrets, a Brolga crane, plus lots of whistling kites and sea eagles or ospreys. At our turnaround point both our guide and Annette fished for catfish and both were successful. The catfish were proffered to a large eagle who flew from the bank and snatched the fish from a small platform extended from the boat.
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Victoria River tour
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Fisherperson
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The catch!
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Sunset
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Heading home

Dusk was now upon us and with the sun setting behind a series of small mesas forming a bend in the river, the fiery glow silhouetted the landscape and reflected in the broad stillness of the river. Our return to the dock was in near total darkness and the single light at the boat ramp was the first glimmer we had seen on 35 kilometers of river. A good tour and a good day.

April 28, 2013

During the first half of the drive to the border with Western Australia, the haze of smoke from brush fires hung low on the horizon. We assumed that these fires had been deliberately set to clear brush but we saw neither the pyromaniacs nor any monitors to control the spread. The road continued to follow the course of the Victoria river and the escarpments on either side of the river became higher and more rugged. A band of rock forming a vertical cliff face that was near blood red, provided a dramatic obstacle about one third of the elevation below the summits. On either side of the road we would drive from fairly dense bush, to Savannah and then to near treeless grass plains. The stretches of Savannah were punctuated by sprinklings of bottle or Boab trees. Their great girth and grey bark made me think of elephants grazing. These trees are so striking and have been a frequent target of vandals over the centuries, who have carved their forgettable graffiti into the thick bark. We overcame the temptation to photograph every one and pressed on to the west.
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Boab tree plus grave
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Boab grove

A sign indicating a Zebra Stone mine caused us to divert some 24 kms. on a dirt road and we visited the homestead of Kim and Ruth Duncan, where we viewed an exotic array of minerals, some polished and some raw. They had slabs of stone cut and polished for tabletops and weighing more than a ton. Bit of a problem as carry-on baggage for a flight to the USA. Annette found bowling ball sized moon-stones from Hughendon that she had been lusting over. Perhaps one third of these curious artifacts contain in their centers a large fossil  but you have to break the stone to find it.
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Zebra stone

Next stop was an agricultural inspection at the State border and after checking our refrigerator for contraband, we were waved onwards into Western Australia with multiple signs warning of us of a 90 minute time change from the Northern Territory. I remarked to Annette that this is the first border crossing in more than a decade, when we werent carrying some kind of contraband (such as apples or sea-shells  what did you think I meant!?) We must be mellowing. 

Our destination for today was Lake Argyle, Australias largest man-made fresh water lake, created by damming the Ord River amid the rugged gorges of the Carr Boyd Ranges. We drove through spectacular rocky outcrops on the road in to the resort, arriving at the lakeshore in early afternoon. The lake is home to thousands of fresh water crocodiles and although we were assured that they only attack humans by accident, we ignored the intelligence of safe areas to swim, such as adjacent to the boat ramp and determined to use the resort swimming pool instead.
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Lake Argyle dam
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Lake Argyle

[image: img209.jpg]

April 29, 2013

This morning we toured the dam overlooks and outfalls before driving onwards to the town of Kununnura. It was early in the day and we decided to continue to Wyndham, the most northerly town in Western Australia. We were stopped in our headlong rush to the north by a fading sign bearing the single word Gorge. We followed the sealed road for several kilometers until it terminated in a parking lot. A sign indicated that beyond was a trail descending into a gorge via a hundred plus steps and that it was dangerous to jump or dive into the pool. The sign did not mention crocodiles and so we loaded backpacks with swim suits and beer and headed for the cliffs edge. The gorge appeared as a slash in the earth as though the rocks had been quarried, with vertical cliffs ringing a pool of green water way below. Someone had made a huge effort to cement large stones into a tortuous winding staircase down the cliff face. I kept expecting to meet Gollum, Frodo and Sam crawling upwards as we descended. The base of the cliffs were a jumble of broken rock showing where portions of the overhanging cliff face we had just descended, had broken away and crashed to the spring fed pool below. We gingerly made our way over the slimy rocks at the waters edge and eased into the coolness of a still pool of water. There were two young Japanese lads at the far end of the pool and when we asked where they were from, they answered with a heavily accented, California, followed by peals of laughter. Annette remarked to the lads, in Japanese of course, This is very cold, isnt it? They agreed and their loud chatter ceased at that point.
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Into the gorge
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Jus floating
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Water monitor  NOT baby crocodile!

After a while, Annette climbed out of the far side of the pool to climb the rocks on the other side and follow the path of an egret that had flown downstream over a small dam of rock debris. In the next pool below she spotted what she believed was a 30 inch baby crocodile. She watched it from above for perhaps a minute until it sank from view. Now there have been several wildlife studies that have agreed that if there are babies then there are likely parents. The quiet beauty of this pool evaporated in an instant and we decided that we had enjoyed enough cooling dip. Annette informed our fellow swimmers of her discovery and we climbed the hidden stairway out of the crocodile filled pit of doom before heading back down the track to Wyndham. (Close examination of Annettes photographs shows that the baby crocodile was probably a Mertens Water Monitor)

Wyndham is a port on the Cambridge Gulf where ore ships are loaded for export to China. This town was the port of access for the 1886 gold rush at Halls Creek when there might have been 16 vessels moored at the dock, a far cry from the hot, dusty, abandoned looking town of today. Of course the town is hardly abandoned, as there was a steady stream of ore laden four trailer road trains, to and from the loading dock. Our destination was the crocodile farm, located just beyond the port facilities. When we arrived, there was a large and brightly colored sign proclaiming, Open Every Day, with a small sticker superimposed, stating, Closed. Never mind, there was an art gallery nearby specializing in aboriginal art and we headed over to investigate. Also closed  the proprietor was, out of town. The museum also bore a closed sign but a lady walked across the street, asked if we wanted to see the facility and proceeded to unlock the door for us.

This was a wonderful museum, crammed full of photographs, artifacts, documents and the like, covering all facets of the development of this outback port. There were sections on camels plus their Afghan camel herders, Chinese workers, aboriginal artifacts, telegraph, medical and dental tools, crocodile skins, fossils....the list is almost endless. We were really pleased that we got to see this.
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Road trains
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A really hairy donkey
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Boab
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The caravan park we stayed at for the night boasted the largest bottle tree in Western Australia but for Annette an even bigger attraction was fuzzy a free range donkey that roamed that park at will. Fuzzy was huge and well...fuzzy. The park manager told me that he had been a feature of the park for over 25 years. We would have given him a carrot but had been deprived of all suitable donkey-feeding fruits and vegetables at the border crossing.

April 30, 2013

Wyndham boasts having the highest temperatures in Australia and we did not dispute this claim as we drove south past the 20 meter (66 feet) concrete and wire statue of a crocodile that guards the towns approach. We stopped in the town of Warmun to visit the aboriginal art gallery that is located within the community and were surprised to find the modern facility being operated by two Sydney art school graduates of European descent. The art was mainly contemporary style and Annette prefers the more traditional aboriginal styles. In addition there was no pricing displayed, no biographies of the artists nor details of the provenance of the various pieces. Annette was instead offered a personal tour of the gallery but felt uncomfortable with this style of salesmanship. We moved on.
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Twenty meters!!
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Mountain top
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Outcrop

Our next stop was the Bungle Bungle caravan park. We had seen glossy brochures of the tours of the Bungle Bungle range within the Purnululu National Park, offered by the caravan parks operator but no prices were listed. We were interested in their advertised day trip into the park by 10 passenger 4WD bus. The National Park itself lies some 50 kms (30 miles) from the caravan park and we were told that 4WD was needed on the access road. The quoted price for the day tour was $250 each, about the same price as a Greyhound bus ticket from New York to Los Angeles. We could stay overnight at the park for an additional $45, for a site that lacked e-mail or internet access. There was no attempt to sell the tour to us with descriptions of what was included, what we would see etc. just a flat price quote. We declined both offers and moved on, noting that some 5 kms. further down the Northern Highway was free camping. 

As we have moved south, we have noticed less humidity in the air although it has remained hot during the day. We stopped so that Annette could have a picture of herself, standing atop a large termite mound with a Boab tree in the background. What the photograph will not show is the stench of the dead cow that that lay perhaps thirty feet away. We have passed four or five such road-kill cows, plus large and very dead kangaroos, rather than the smaller wallabies. We assumed that these have all been killed by road-trains, since collision with any of the corpses we have seen would likely have totaled an automobile.

We stopped for the night at the town of Halls Creek, beginning with the information center. The girl working there warned us that Western Australia is very expensive and the Bungle Bungle tour we had earlier dissed, was likely one of the cheaper options. This was confirmed when we stopped by the local bottle shop (liquor store) that local ordinance mandated to sell light beer only - no wines or spirits. We had purchased a 36 can case of beer a few days ago at $40 and this liquor store charged $55 for a case of 24 cans, more than double the previous price.
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