Ian and Manda on tour – Part One

Sep 21, 2003

Plans Are Afoot
Ian writes:

After thinking about it, thinking some more, and finally deciding to do it come what may, we've handed in our notice and are going to get a new outlook on life. I've been with my place of work for 13 years, Manda for 6 and a half, and it's not an easy thing to do, but if we don't do it now, we probably never will. What am I talking about? Well, buggering off for a year around the world.

On Saturday we got our flight tickets and the route is looking like this:

· London to San Francisco
· By bus to Los Angeles
· Los Angeles to Fiji
· Fiji to Cairns, Australia (via Auckland NZ)

· Months working our way around Australia
· Flight to New Zealand, North and South islands

· A jaunt (flight? Boat trip? Who knows …) to Tasmania and back

· Leave Australia from Perth, flying in to Chiang Mai, Thailand
· Work our way through Thailand overland and on through to Singapore
· Leave Singapore, back to London … then Swindon, Wiltshire and our old way of life but perhaps viewed from a different perspective

We leave on 8 December and will be spending Christmas Day in Fiji and New Year's Eve in Cairns. It'll be different, that's for sure - and I don't think we'll be getting a white Christmas, somehow.

So, there are a long list of things we both need to do before we go:

· Find a home for the dogs

· Sell our cars Make sure our respective houses are looked after (somebody to open the post, let us know of anything urgent)

· Get some insurance

And a tonne of other things that we'll find out along the way.

It's exciting and scary (if that's not too strong a word) at the same time. But hell, I'm looking forward to it! So, if you know me or Manda, and if we happen to be in your part of the world, drop us a line - we should meet up! And if you feel generous enough to put up a couple of unemployed (but very tidy, clean and respectful) travellers for a few nights we'd certainly appreciate it, as will the bank manager :)

Sep 26, 2003

Travel Update
Ian writes:

Well, there's been some progress on the travel plans. We haven't changed the route, but it looks like a bus ride from SanFran to LA will be long and tedious. Given that we are only spending a week in the US en route, a half (or almost whole) day is to much to take out so we'll probably end up flying - any suggestions for carriers? I though Southwest might be good.

Accommodation is already sorted for much of our early stints (US, Cairns done and dusted, looked into Fiji options but not yet booked) and there are some visas to arrange. So far I'm relaxed - we'll do most things in time. Or at least I sincerely hope we will!

I've decided that the best way to keep notes en route is to knock up a site in Dreamweaver (using it's fantastic templating facility) and do things manually. When we get a quiet stretch I'll update the site and then when we next get to an Internet Café I'll take those entries along on a USB key and keep my fingers crossed that I'm allowed to transfer to the PC so that I can upload to Blogger. Have not decided whether to post to this page or to post to a new dedicated 'on my travels' type page. What do you think?

Nov 30, 2003

Meet the New Family, Siewbak
Ian writes:

It's just one week (and a bit) before we leave for San Francisco and things   are coming together now. For months we've been wondering about what to do with   Siewbak, the chihuahua. Manda had not wanted him to just go to anyone, a complete   stranger or to an old lady who might get too attached to hand him back after   a year. The ideal solution would have been for him to go to Manda's mum (who   owned him before Manda), but he couldn't because they now look after 2-year-old   Chris who has an allergy to dog fur. 

What to do with the little man?

With just two weeks left, I placed an advert at work on our intranet small   ads system, not expecting anything to come of it, but we had an offer that sounded   really promising. A family that already had three chihuahuas, all of them boys   (important when you consider that he has sired at least three litters and all   his bits are still working!) were happy to take him for the year.

Today we took Siewbak up to meet his new family - Rocky, Ozzie and Dukey -   and they all seemed to get on. Well, apart from Dukey who opted to stay outside   in the hallway instead of socialise (he is top dog in the house and obviously   felt threatened by the appearance of this much bigger dog - not that Dukey has   anything to worry about as Siewbak is not after his job!).



  Siewbak (right) meets Ozzie. Inset: Dukey 
  looking glum out in the hallway.

So, that's Siewbak homed. Scooby is off to Del's house on Thursday, and tomorrow   I'm expecting people to come and take a look at my car, my temporary car (that's   another story) and Manda's car also. Finally, it looks like we can   tie up some of these loose ends in the last week.

Dec 08, 2003

Start Your Engines ...
Ian writes:



Those mountains sure look pretty down there. Yep, that must mean that after all the waiting we're on our way. Well on our way, as I write this, in fact - only two hours from setting down at San Francisco having spent most of the journey either over water (that'll be the Atlantic, folks) or ice/snow (Canada really looks like a large plain of nothingness from 37,000 feet up).

The last few days have been fairly eventful. Actually, scrub that - what I mean is busy. Very busy.



Friday was my last day at work, although in truth it ended at midday at which point the drinking began and continued for the next 13-14 hours. Just as I expected it to be the case. Actually, I was quite surprised that I was still able to function fully at 8pm - maybe others would argue otherwise - so I must have been reasonably successful at pacing myself! Then again, there was that incident with the doorman later on. 

I had gone in to the pub with everyone else, then came outside to look for a couple of stragglers, turned around and walked back only to be stopped: "Sorry, no hooded tops, you're not coming in."

Well, the thing is, I already had been in and had in fact left all my friends and my coat, including wallet and iPod inside. I explained to the doorman that I had to go back in and after a while he at least said I could go back in to collect my stuff. "You've got four minutes [looks down at watch] ... three minutes. The clock is ticking." So I went in a did what any normal person would do - I removed the hooded top and tried to blend in. I was buggered if I was going to be coming back out again!

Several novelty vodka chasers later and nature called. Just as I was coming out of the WC I passed the aforementioned door monkey who unfortunately recognised me sans hooded top and told me that I was a good hour overdue and better be making tracks. I tried to look confused, like he'd got his wires crossed but probably just looked drunk and stupid for trying it on. That's what the sober part of my mind was telling me at that point at least. Then it added: "You're pushing it. He's clocked you. Walk before you get dragged out."

As we all walked out of the pub, boss man Brendan made a point of pulling his own hooded top over his head as he passed the doormen, while I kept on going back to the other doorman and telling him that he "was alright, it's just your mate that's a dick" and then getting promptly pulled away again by whoever still had a working braincell.

Saturday and Sunday became something of a blur of last-minute errands. This included shopping for odds and sods at the local Tesco, selling Manda's car, making sure everything around the house was cleaned up, switched off, packed away or thrown away, although it was broken up with a trip up to London and Chinatown on Sunday. It seemed strange to be walking about and seeing shops with names like Golden Gate Cake Shop knowing that only hours later we'd be seeing the real Golden Gate. And maybe some more cake shops too.



Only 1 hour and 30 to go now - yes, I am that nerdy one hunched over the laptop in the tiny space that is my economy seat (not that I'm complaining) but we're gonna have a lot to see and do and then write about, so it's not going to be the last time. But hey, you'd expect nothing else from me, right?

One final thought before shutting the laptop down. What is about airports that brings out the 'me me me' attitude in some people? As we were queueing up to get through the security check, Manda and I were behind an old lady with a walking stick that, judging by her very pronounced side-to-side swaggering limp, she needed very much. Behind us was Mr There's-Half-An-Inch-Space-In-Front-Of-Me- And-I'm-Gonna-Fill-It-Whatever ... While Manda and I were patiently waiting for the lady to make her way, this guy was bringing up the rear like his life depended on it. I immediately thought of the scene in Meet The Parents when Gaylord Fokker - yes, that was the character's name - was trying to stow his overhead baggage after what can only be described as a 'Bad Day'. As he does this, someone else is desparately trying to squeeze past to get his seat, and evidently pushes all the wrong buttons. "OK, where's the fire? Where's the fire?!" I didn't blurt that out, but I did say to Manda "You remember that scene from Meet the Parents?" and left it at that.



We've arrived:


Dec 09, 2003

Wintery Wonderland
Ian writes:

Our intention yesterday had been to get a little sleep in the afternoon then stay up until late to adjust to normal US Pacific time (-8 GMT) but in the end we were just too tired and the little sleep at 4pm ended up being the beginning of a very loooooong sleep. Waking up at 4am was perhaps understandable, but after a couple of Nytol's each we managed to convince our bodies that we needed the extra sleep and eventually rose at 7:30am.

Shortly before leaving on our extended trip I had sold my camcorder - a Sony model that was under 6 months old. Why did I do this? Because I needed DV-in on my camcorder, which would let me edit video footage on the laptop and then send it back to the camcorder with no loss of quality. The old (I use that word loosely) camcorder couldn't do this, so I had cut my losses, sold it and and decided to buy one at the earliest opportunity on the trip. And here I was - at 9am walking up Market Street looking for the nearest electronics or camera store. I had nipped out to get one while Manda stayed back at the hotel. The plan was to buy it quick get back and charge it up then head on out again. However, I had been told that most stores don't open until 9:30 or 10:00am, and walking down Market Street at this time in the morning meant that the only people I saw were homeless and scary looking. I decided to wait until later to start spending money and headed back to the hotel empty-handed.

Manda and I took the complimentary shuttle bus to Union Square and immediately jumped on to a cable car headed north to Fisherman's Wharf. The guy running the car was a real character. He had this real rasping voice that suggested he had been shouting out his lines for years including this gem: "Make sure the hand in your pocket is your own or a loved one's. They may not be after your money - this is San Francisco after all!" 



For those who do not know, San Francisco has a very large gay population. The cable cars actually don't run from suspended cables - the cables are actually hidden under the streets, which makes the cars look more like trams, really.

We got off the cable car at the Powell Hyde cable car turnaround, then walked on down towards Fisherman's Wharf. Unlike yesterday's beautiful sunshine, today it was very overcast, miserable looking and cold. There were very few people around, and it definitely gave the area less of a vibe than it might otherwise have on a good day. I tried a couple of the camera shops for camcorder prices and got widely varying answers from $699 to $799 (on the same model of camera); the latter than dropped to $499 as I walked out of the door at his high prices. $499? He just dropped $300 like that? Even if it was a good price, I couldn't trust that the prices were the only things that got dropped in that shop.

Walking along past the Ripley's 'Believe It Or Not' Museum we spotted this commotion going on - people were shouting and running. It became clear that someone had stolen something - or done something else equally deserving of a slap - and was doing a runner. He went straight past me followed by a couple of fisherman still in their gloves and overalls, then next minute he was coming back again from the opposite direction. Still they shouted for people to help and I watched as everyone did nothing but watch, just as I was. 

Then I had that moment, immediately after thinking what I'd feel like if someone had stolen my money and was let off Scot-free. In the same way that you say something you haven't really thought out, and hear the words tumbling out of your mouth, I found myself launching myself at this guy, rugby tackle-style. I grabbed his coat, latched on and spun him off balance, even then still thinking "would a well-placed trip be better than a solid nudge?". I then quickly let go and got myself some distance - mindful of the fact that while he looked like a chancer, a drunk, he might have something sharp and pointy to hand - whereupon he bounced against a wall and the other guys caught up with him. I waited to see what would happen next - perhaps a thank you for stopping the guy, but no such luck. The fisherman was too busy shouting at the runner telling him he was making a citizen's arrest and that he would be going to jail. Then he started punching him. At this point I noticed that some of the other people that were running after him were apparently running with him, and I wondeered how welcome my assistance would be with them. "They're just crazies, street people," offered one man standing nearby. "He was drunk when I saw him first thing this morning at 5am - he lives round here. They're all crazies ..." We did an about turn walked around the block and avoided the next two blocks, just in case we should run into these crazies again, then continued on to Pier 39.

We had heard that trips to Alcatraz normally required pre-booking. Maybe it was because of the weather, perhaps the time of year, but we strolled straight up to the ticket booth and ordered our tickets for the audio tour.





Alcatraz is a lot smaller than I had imagined it would be, and a lot closer to the mainland too. It was difficult to imagine why no-one had ever successfully escaped from there, but then we hadn't got there yet, so perhaps it was a little presumptious of me.

If you ever get the chance to visit Alcatraz, the audio tour is a must. The tickets cost just $16 (only $3 more than the cost of normal entry including the ferry transfer) and the audio truly helps you to imagine what life might have been like in the maximum security prison. Wardens and inmates who were there provide the commentary over a background of sound effects of clanging doors, whistles, gunshots and more. They also do a night-time tour by torchlight, and I could imagine that this would magnify the spookiness of the experience even more. Perhaps we'll still have time?

After Alcatraz, we spent some time watching the many and very boisterous sealions that have made Pier 39 their home. It's really quite entertaining to watch them - while some of the platforms are covered with sedate and apparently happy sealions, others are a hotbed of male machismo in action. 



One sealion was making it his business swimming round all the platforms, barking at every other sealion and occassionally jumping up to pick a physical fight when the shouting got too boring for him.We left them to their bickering as the rain started to come down quite heavily - our cue to step inside for a bite to eat (next to the pigeons who also sought solace inside this place along the pier). Duly replenished, we walked another, oh I dunno, 10 feet, before ducking back indoors once more - this time to visit the aquarium. The last time we had been to an aquarium like this was in Sydney when it had also been rainy and windy. There is something strangely ironic to avoiding the wet weather by going indoors and then walking through tubes under the hundreds of gallons of water that make up the aquarium's attractions.



Afterwards I found myself another camera shop (and secured myself a JVC camcorder, some tapes, a spare battery and a bag all for around the equivalent of £440).We continued up towards a shopping complex at Ghirardelli Square - interesting looking buildings and a twee bunch of shops (and the entertainingly named Gaylord Indian Restaurant). We took some pictures for good measure then hopped back on a cable car back up the very steep hills to Lombard Street, where you'll find San Francisco's crookedest street. A short horizontal distance combined with a high vertical drop means a road that twistsseven or eight turns rapidly, with each 'straight' only about two car-lengths in total. Buses, mini-buses and stretched limos are completely out of bounds here.



We ended our first full day in San Francisco with a nice hot coffee in Starbucks just down from the posh shops that surround Union Square (Louis Vuitton, Macy's, Saks and more). As I supped on my latte I watched the rain on the windows and the reflected neon lights in the shining streets. Sure, it had been cold that day, and sunshine would have been fantastic, but it had still been a good day.



As I write this (10:30pm), I can hear the wind battering the rain into our windows. The weather channel is on and it looks like the whole of California is getting some really shitty weather. Meanwhile, the east coast of the US is also suffering from sudden cold spells and massive downpours - the presenter has it that 'the change is coming in'. Methinks sunshine will have to wait until we get to Fiji!

Dec 10, 2003

Up Hill and Down
Manda writes:

Times are getting tough already - I worked in a fortune cookies factory today.



That's me, taking the cookies off the oven conveyor belt
    

Only kidding, I did it for five minutes. I was only doing the touristy thing - posing for a photo in exchange for some fortune cookies. Things have moved on since I last handed these out as a waitress. Fortune cookies now also come in chocolate flavour and even some with adult rated fortunes! Aren't I glad I don't need to hand these out anymore?!

The fortune cookie factory is based in China Town. San Francisco's China Town is a lot bigger than the one in London and is a lot more spread out. It covers several square blocks with various overspills onto more alleyways.

Our next stop was Coit Tower. One thing about San Francisco that all tourists notice is how hilly it is. The climb to the tower was no exception. With slopes slanting at around 30 to 40 degrees, it gave my thigh muscles a work out! Once we arrived at the base of the tower, we realised that all the hard work was over. We took the escalator up to the top to admire the spectacular views. Luckily we had blue skies - we have had a mixture of rain and dry patches all day.



View of the city from Coit Tower


The Transamerica Pyramid
From Coit Tower we walked to the twisty section of Lombard Street (see yesterday's write up). Any one that knows San Francisco will know that this is a fairly long stretch (well, for me it is anyway!). With the blue skies, we thought we'd go back to get better photos. So what did it do when we got there? Yep, cats and dogs again! The rain did clear up after ten minutes though and we did get some better photos afterall.

Content that we had done enough sight-seeing for the day, Ian decided to go meet a guy he'd met earlier on this year at a conference. A very friendly guy called Doug Bowman, a web designer who is also a member of the Web Standards Project. I told Doug about wanting to visit the 'Mrs Doubtfire' house and he seemed quite amused, if not surprised that it was a real house. 



[Ian adds: Jeez, this is possibly the worst photo I've had taken of me. Seriously, that is a smile, not a grimace!] 

After leaving Doug at the Ferry Terminal Building, we headed down to Union Square to catch the shuttle bus back to the hotel. When we got there, we noticed a group of people carrying placards heading up to the square. They were demonstrating for the freedom to form a union. This is a major issue over here with companies often downsizing, employees losing their jobs with no union protection (apparently, some companies do not encourage union membership here). In amongst the placards, I could pick out one that made me chuckle as it didn't seem to be related to the cause - or maybe it did! It simply read: 'Jesus Christ Loves You'. 



It kinda reminded me of a picture taken at a woman's rights protest where a man is holding a placard up that reads 'Iron my shirt!'. How did he leave without any injuries?!



Union Square at night
Dec 11, 2003

Over the Bridge
Ian writes:

We started the day yesterday glued to the TV weather and local news (Kron 4) stations, on account of two waves of storms that were affecting much of the west coast of America. We had watched the local news reporter broadcasting live from the base of the Golden Gate Bridge, commenting on the waves crashing over onto the roads hugging the coastline and how one crazy surfer was contemplating going out into the bay; meanwhile the US Coast Guards were using the foul weather to practice rescues in adverse conditions - the boats were crashing up and down in 20 foot swells.

Today, it was a completely different story. We wanted to see the bridge from a closer distance than we had been able to thus far, and today was our last chance to do it. Blue skies at last!

Before getting to the bridge, we had to work out our route. So far, we had bought one-day tram passes - or Muni Passes - at $9 and not really used them to their full advantage. Although the ticket says that it is for travel on San Francisco Municipal Railway, this includes more than rail. You can use these passes on any kind of cable car, tram or zero-emissions, electric-powered bus that you can find. We hopped on one of the latter contraptions which took us up to the Palace of Fine Arts. This is a strange building - a Greco-Roman replica of ... something ... and I wasn't really sure of its purpose, other than to look pretty. With its surrounding lake (with ducks and swans), a blue sky and crisp morning air, it managed to pull that off quite easily:

Golden Gate Bridge

After doing a circuit of this building we then walked toward the Golden Gate Bridge. A note of warning to visitors to San Francisco - don't believe your map. The map we were using at the time was part to scale, part compressed - anything west of the street named Divisadero was compressed by twice the scale as the rest of it, hence what you think would take a certain time could well take a lot longer. No matter, though. It was a nice day and we got a nice walk along the coast, and every now and then we'd stop and take a photo of the bridge ("Oh, this looks better ... let's get another one"). By the time we had reached the bridge proper, we must have taken at least 45 photos, including those photos that we deleted. Thank heavens (or Canon) for digital cameras.



The Golden Gate Bridge, no less.



Some facts about the Golden Gate Bridge

We wanted to go across the bridge entirely but couldn't catch a bus from the approach - there are buses that go over, but you have to catch them further back (and we didn't feel like backtracking to move forward - our walk had taken too long already!). Another option would have been to ride over on a hired bicycle. We had seen quite a lot of people doing this but, again, once we were at the start of the bridge we were well past the point of hiring (probably they were hired from near the Palace of Fine Arts? We will never know ....). So, we decided to walk as far as we felt like it, which turned out to be the first tower. In total, the bridge is 1.7 miles long, but we'd just walked double that (easily) to get there, so we can't be accused of wussing out. Hey, that's my excuses and I'm sticking to it!



That's us. On the Golden Gate Bridge. No, it's not a picture taken in Bognor Regis superimposed on a picture of the bridge using Photoshop. Really.

On the way to the bridge, actually way back before I realised just how lying and decetful my little map was, we had chated with a man from Massachussets about the history of the area (he had been in the military based on the area immediately to the east of the bridge on the southern approach) and he had told us that arround 1,000 people had committed suicide off the bridge. I wondered whether we had narrowly missed seeing another - as we got near to the first tower, I noticed that traffic had stopped behind Manda's back as she posed for a photo. It was the bridge patrol vehicles stopping a lane. Moments later one of the security people had hopped out of the car and escorted a very tearful looking girl back to the back seat before taking her away. A jumper? Or just someone whose vertigo got the better of her? Who knows. All I know is that if you want to throw yourself off anything, you can't get much more monumental than this bridge, and on a crisp day like this, what a view ... 

Steiner Street

Our next stop was Steiner Street. Not immediately famous, no? Well, this is true. But we had a specific place to look at, that being number 2640, or 'the Mrs Doubtfire house'. Manda is a fan of the film and we thought it would be good to take a look (although it was difficult to remember exactly how it had appeared in the film). Manda was surprised that we were the only people there, but then it was just one location used in a comedy from a few years ago, and when you think of it, there have been so many great films set in San Francisco that most streets could boast some film connection somewhere along the line.



Further up Steiner Street - about 10 blocks - is another location that was recommended to us (by our talkative friend from Massachussets). A group of 4 Victorian houses that are very photogenic, as the picture below testifies to: 



Haight Ashbury

From here we made our way to the Haight Ashbury district of the city. By bus. Oh yes, we were getting our money's worth today! The district gets its name from the intersection of Haight and Ashbury, and it was here that the 60s saw a big influx of bohemian types. Oh and a bunch of LSD-taking loons, some of whom haven't left. The 60s, that is - they haven't left the 60s, and someone really ought to tell them.



The district may still have its bohemian, creative types, and there may be a buzz about it somewhere, but for my money it was a run-down area that didn't really do much for me and even the hippy shops seemed old hat (smokers' paraphernalia, paintings of Bob Marley). Wow, man. Like cosmic. I suspect that some people can convince themselves that they are digging that Haight Ashbury vibe, but both Manda and I just wanted to make our way back in to town and 'civilisation' once more.

We finished the day with a visit to a computer shop where we picked up some practical stuff for our iPods (an essential travel item!), then had a meal in a traditional 50s-style American Diner (Loris' Diner - it's a chain, as far as I could tell, although when we went in, I thought we were getting the unique treatment, and thought that Loris herself was taking our orders, heh).

Dec 12, 2003

Welcome to LA
Ian writes:

We had a very lucky start to the day. Our flight from San Francisco was out of Oakland Airport. Despite being nearer than the main SF International airport, it takes longer to get there and requires a trip over the Bay Bridge. I had told the shuttle company that we wanted to be there for 9am. This meant a 7:50 pick-up, just in case we hit jams. We hit no jams, though, and got there so early that the check-in staff managed to get us on a standby for the 9 o'clock flight. Given that the 10:30 flight was an hour delayed, we had saved two and a half hours already - result!

Flying in to Los Angeles is an incredible experience - after San Francisco's concentrated blocks (largely walkable, if somewhat steep), LA looked gigantic. And it is - 462 square miles of it. As we flew in, I looked out for, and saw, the famous Hollywood sign. Boy did it look small. Boy were we gonna have fun getting around over the next few days, I thought to myself. I understood immediately why the car is king in LA and why travel writer Bill Bryson got the most peculiar looks for wanting to 'walk places' rather than drive. It really is a car-driver's city. 

Our hotel was a good 35-minute drive from LAX and fantastically placed. The Liberty on Orchid sits right behind the Kodak Theatre (where the Oscars are now held) and the most famous movie theatre of them all, Mann's Chinese Theatre. Both of these, and Hollywood Boulevard, were within a 2-minute walk. What the room lacked in creature comforts (cold tiles, drafty windows) it made up for in location.

Mann's Theatre

Our first stop was Mann's Chinese Theatre, the place for movie premieres and most famous for its amazing art deco finish and the stars' signatures, handprints and footprints in concrete out front. 



These two in particular caught my attention:





We spent some time looking at all the names, working out which ones were current, who had died long ago and so on. One thing is for sure: the stars of days gone by made more of an effort with their signatures; Tom Cruise and Tom Hanks come across like a couple of pre-schoolers compared to the flourishing signatures of the stars of the 40s and 50s.

We also took a mini tour inside the theatre - a $1 charity donation (the full tour costs $8).



Inside Mann's Chinese Theatre - the concession stand 

The Hollywood Walk of Zimmer Frame

After Mann's we walked down Hollywood Boulevard, following the stars that constitute the Hollywood Walk Of Fame. Some names are instantly reconisable, others are less easy to recall, while others are complete mysteries. I, for one, found myself saying out loud "dead ...dead ... long-time dead ... dunno who that is" and so on. What happens when stars have been dead and largely forgotten? Do they get up-rooted and re-set in another location further away? What happens when a star is out of favour? Michael Jackson was still the #1 star on the map we were referring to, but on the same day the TV screens on the corner of Highland and Hollywood were publicising a show at 7pm about Jackson's parents defending him against the accusations of fiddling with kiddies, again.



Perhaps the strangest thing about these stars embedded in the pavement (or should I say sidewalk?) is that they are not exclusively movie stars' names. Stars of TV shows, and musical greats line the streets, and as for movies, it's just as much the people working behind the cameras (directors, editors etc) as the actors in front of the cameras who are honoured here. But how do you justify fictional characters like Kermit the Frog, I ask you? Or the Rugrats? Yes, you read that right. Already they've been honoured and they're not even out of diapers.

Having taken time out to eat, make a diversion to withdraw some cash and other time-wasting browsing around the local shops, we walked back up Hollywood Boulevard on the opposite side spotting more stars names on the floor. Next up - a visit to the Hollywood Wax Museum (think Madame Taussauds only with really bad lookalikes - Kate Winslet's Titanic model looked more like a younger but fatter Melanie Griffith) and the Guinness Book of Records which had nothing to do with Hollywood at all. Apart from it being in Hollywood, obviously. 

We finished up by taking the obligatory night shots. Almost all of our photos come in duplicate - the daytime and the night-time versions, but sometimes it's worth covering the same thing a second time:



Mann's Chinese Theatre sign at night, looking down Hollywood Boulevard.

An early night? Heck no! A night in the hotel room with some bottles of bud and a mission to recharge all the camera, camcorder, walkabout, PDA and laptop batteries before we hit the more electricity-shy Fiji. Did I mention that I was a gadget geek?

Dec 13, 2003

Universal Opinion - It's Great Fun!
Ian writes:

It's hard to believe (perhaps) but even when I first got to the US this time, I didn't know about Universal Studios - or at least not the visitors' attractions there. In my mind, all those things are in Florida or Miami way. Ignorant fool that I am ...



Ouch, it got me!

Universal Studios is only one of the world's most famous 'theme parks', if that is the correct name for it, and rightly so. We left our hotel early to get there, so much so that we were almost the only people in our carriage on the metro and once on site at Universal we were among the first through the gates, walking down the deserted streets past the not-yet-opened shops that line them. 



Manda posing in front of Hollywood sign (not the real one, mind)

Almost immediately we found ourselves an attraction to visit - Shrek 4D. The first performance of the day, and we were loving it. For me, it was just like I imagined these things to be - polished production, excellent big-screen action (and all in very realistic 3D vision) and all wrapped up in the humour of Shrek. How could you top this? Easily - Terminator 2 : 3D. 

The Terminator ride/feature has been about for a while now - I'd seen a piece about it on the T2 DVD, and so I knew that a lot of work went into it, all overseen by T2 director James Cameron. It all starts on the premise of visiting Cyberdyne Systems on a PR exercise when suddenly the corporate video is hijacked by Sarah and John Connor (the same actors that were in T2) warning us about Cyberdyne. Then, everyone is taken into an auditorium, and shortly after this all hell breaks loose. Using a combination of live actors, original film of the real T2 actors and 3D film (brought to life with the specs provided) it really helps you to feel part of the action. Real actors walk through doors on the set to appear on screen in a real piece of film or a virtual world. Very clever stuff and highly recommended!

This pretty much set the scene for the rest of the day, hopping from one big set piece to another, checking the starting time for the next scheduled must-see item as we went. So, here's what we did, folks:

Shrek 4D

Big ugly ogre rescues princess Fiona from the evil - but dead and ghostly-looking - Lord Farquhard. Great humour, excellent animation.


The Mummy

While waiting for the next showing of T2 3D I suggested to Manda that we fill ten minutes by walking around The Mummy 'set'. It can't be that scary, right? I mean, there were a bunch of ten-year-olds in front and behind us. Cue lots of mechanical things jumping out at you in the dark passageways and live actors posing as statues who would lunge out and try to grab you, throw in the aforementioned ten-year-olds and their high-pitched (and incessant) screams, and you have a very perturbed Manda. I did wonder about my wisdom of suggesting this one, and halfway through the passageways wondered what the staff would do if someone had a panic attack!

Terminator 2 3D

Excellent. See above. And go see it for yourself if you can.

The Universal Studios Tour

You know the little trolly buses the moment you see them. You probably know about the Jaws part of the tour, when the big ole fish comes out of the water right beside you? What I didn't know was that this was not just an amusement thing, that it actually did involve a tour around actual working sets, many of which I'd seen in films such as Bruce Almighty, Back to the Future and Psycho. The square in Back to the Future is a good example of a false-front building (or a series of them) that are re-fitted many times over for different films, and you'd be hard-pushed to recognise the same set in two different films. Well, unless you were a real film buff. Among the other fun parts of this tour was the ever-destructable underground set (the guide said they were 'filming there on Monday' and moments later the floor was caving in, then the roof, then a truck fell in to the set, then gallons of water cascaded through the gates). Amazing, and more so when you realise that this set gets re-set every half hour or so for the next bunch of visitors coming through. 

The 12 Days of Christmas Parade

All very Disney. Take a bunch of cartoon characters in oversized colourful suits, place them on flash cars or fun floats and garnish with a load of extremely enthusiastic humans to hand out free beads and candy. Throw in some suitably jolly music et voila! The 12 Days of Christmas Parade - available three times a day at Universal. We saw it twice!

Waterworld

The film sucked. Well, it was mindless entertainment, and it cost an absolutely insane amount of money to make (Universal eventually made a profit, but only after sales of video and DVD). Like the parade, the Waterworld show took place three times a day. And like the film, it looked like a lot of money went into this production. 


Plenty of explosions, tom-foolery with the water (the crowd would often get soaked by the people on jetskis - all completely by accident, of course!) and stunts from TV and film actors. This was a great show. Not one you can watch over and over though, because of the time required for re-sets.

Jurassic Park - River Ride

Another one that needs a raincoat! You're ambling along on the boat, admiring the views of Site B of Jurassic Park when ... quel surprise ... things go pear-shaped. Dinosaurs are on the loose! Well, if you count scary 10-foot monsters attached by cables and mechanical arms as on the loose. The highlight of this one is right at the end. After climbing a steep incline, you know there's only one way to go - back down - into the water! Big splashdown guarantees a fun end to the ride. Unless you happen to be holding a camcorder at that last moment, in which case you would be thinking about how you're going to fill out the claim form ("I was momentarily distracted by the large velociraptor").

Special Effects Stage

With the advent of DVD 'making-of' programs as obligatory special features, there is little mystery to how effects are created these days. Nonetheless, the special effects stage is a fun escape from the pre-determined routes of the other rides. Set over three stages, the energetic host walks you through the tricks used in creating scary creatures, applying sound effects to films and other movie tricks like false perspective. Volunteers take part in this one, but we didn't.

Backdraft

After the preamble about the film - how they wanted to make a film that firefighters could belive in (personally, I think the dialogue was among the worst and cheesiest in any film!) - we were moved into a wharehouse set that was about to go up in flames. And then some even bigger flames. Then there were the explosions. This was one massive gas oven that we were in!

Back to the Future (twice)

We went to this one earlier in the day and re-visited it after Backdraft. Even though it's not one of Universal's newest rides, it's still one of the best. You sit in an 8-seater Delorean car (yeah, they don't exist in real life - it's just a ride!) and the premise is that you have to chase after Biff who's stolen Doc Brown's original Delorean car. All you gotta do is bump it. Trouble is, you keep jumping through time zones, from 'present-day' to ice age (watch out for falling ice) to prehistoric times (watch out for dinosaurs with big pointy teeth!). It's very convincing - the hydraulics perfectly match the movements on the giant screen ahead of you.



All-in-all, Universal makes an excellent day out. It cost us $47 dollars (although you can get discount cards from shops in LA/Hollywood), but that was money very well spent. Note that you can get Superpasses for $79 that allow you to jump queues. We were very lucky though - arriving so early meant that we never had to wait long. We only noticed that the park was getting busy after the lunchtime showing of Waterworld (no doubt many people bus in and are there between 11am-3pm). I made one touristy purchase - a Spongebob Squarepants T-shirt!

We left Universal at around 5:30 and joined the queues for the shuttle bus which took us back to the Metro, which was just one stop away from our excellently-placed hotel in Hollywood. On the corner of Hollwood and Highland, protestors had gathered to, erm, protest about the continued occupation by US forces of Iraq. People were handing out 'Stop Bush' placards, which I helped myself to, posed for a photo then sheepishly handed back. I'm just a big old fake, eh?



Holding a placard - just for the photo ... I didn't really join in the protest!

Dec 14, 2003

Downtown in LA
Ian writes:

This could be a small diary entry. Well, by my standards, at least!

We jumped on the Metro to take us down to, well, 'downtown'. This is the area that you'll find LA's skyscrapers and big department stores. At 10:30 am on a Sunday, it's unlikely that you'll find much of interest, though, and definitely not when it's raining like it was on this grey old morning. You may well find a wide selection of homeless and crackheads wandering a round. Perhaps they might speak to you, perhaps they'll be happy with speaking to themselves, who knows? The most classic LA downtown loon I saw was the very out-of-it guy wandering along 7th Street, I mean shuffling and limping, while wearing a massive sombrero with the words 'Viva Mexico' on it.

We tried to find out what our options would be and asked some people in Pershing Square - workers putting up tourist leaflets, not the local crazies, of which there were many surrounding the square. We were advised to try the DD Dash bus that would do a complete circuit of the downtown area for 25 cents. We tried several bus stops but couldn't find where to pick it up, and ended up walking in the rain until we found another Metro stop. That was it - let's go back to the hotel!

Slightly at a loss for what to do, we spent much of the afternoon milling around the Hollywood Boulevard area, looking at the tourist souvenir shops (but not buying). Truth be known, we probably spent the most time in just one shop - a place called Brookstones that was selling all manner of gadgets (you know me and gadgets!); Manda tried no less than five different massaging chairs while I kept on returning to the same thing - a stress-relieving cushion called a 'Mogu' that just begged to picked up (I later bought one thinking that the extra comfort that this little pillow might offer could come in handy in the coming weeks when we find ourselves in less salubrious surroundings).



Ian trying out comfy bedding in Brookstones 

Later that day, after another stop at Starbucks (and another failed attempt at getting Internet access - T-Mobile Hotspot's sign-up page continually refused to accep that any of my Nationwide credit cards were valid!) we walked back up to Mann's Chinese Theatre in time for a premiere. Steve Martin was there to promote his new film Cheaper by the Dozen. From the opposite side of the road all we could see was the very silver head of Mr Martin and the faces of camera men who had their lenses trained on the actor. Also present was Ashton Kutcher (who is probably better known as the young guy going out with Demi Moore - also there) and probably a bunch of others who didn't warrant screams from the crowd we found ourselves in. Some people had brought binoculars along with them - serial premiere attendees, I would wager!



Dinner was in a place called Koji's a 'Sushi and Shabu Shabu' restaurant. Yeah, I hadn't heard of Shabu Shabu either. It's basically this - you sit at a place and you have a dish of boiling water and some dips. 



Manda eating Shabu Shabu 

The food is brought to you uncooked and thinly sliced (the meat is, at least) and you have to do the cooking - just pick up what you want, pop it in the bowl and swish it around a few times. Shabu Shabu! You're done. Incidentally, it means swish swish in Japanese, or so the waitress told us. It was an interesting meal, quite tasty and a surprise for me, given that I 'don't do green' and not a sushi lover either. I didn't finish the meal - left more than half of it in fact. I'd try it again, but I'm definitely more of a traditional roast dinner person!

Dec 16, 2003

Leaving Los Angeles
Manda writes:

What a busy day! I am currently sitting on board the NZ55 flight to Fiji. An eleven and a half hour flight ahead, so plenty of time to write up today's events...

The flight was not due until 7.30pm. With quite a few hours to kill, we decided to take an organised excursion with one of the sightseeing operators. The tour we decided upon was the 'Movie Stars homes' one. A cliché but what the heck, we're tourists and to come all this way and not check them out, kinda didn't complete the picture! Our driver, an endearing chap called Marcus (who incidentally reminded me of Coolio. Hell, the guy even sounded like him!), took us to the Hollywood Hills, Beverly Hills and Bel Air to see the pads of the rich and famous. 

We went by the houses of Courtney Cox, Keanu Reeves, Tobey Maguire (to name but a few) up in the Hollywood Hills. Some of these houses didn't look that impressive at street level - we only got to see the gate or the garages. Marcus confirmed that they looked more grandeur hill-side facing. To think some of these houses are worth $5m and more. 

Next drive-by was Beverly Hills - this is also where Madonna's house and Hugh Heffner's Playboy mansion are based. 

Onto Bel Air and apparently, this is where the most expensive real estate is (out of the three). Probably because these are not only big but more spaced out from neighbouring houses. Janet Jackson's house looks palatial. Party removal men were outside Nicolas Cage's house - he'd obviously had a party the night before. My invite must have got lost in the post! Aaron Spelling (producer of Hart to Hart, The Love Boat, 90210 etc) also lives here. Apparently his house even has an ice rink and movie theatre. Marcus pointed out that despite the 100 odd bedrooms, the daughter, Tori, chose to move out as there 'wasn't enough breathing space'. Teenagers, hey?!

"So how do you know who lives where?" Ian asked. Well, according to Marcus, the company has its own resident spy who lives by the stars and knows all the gossip. Once they get wind of any new arrivals, someone goes down to city hall to check out the deeds. Houses are sometimes registered under the star's name, sometimes under the star's company name - these guys are good and even know the company names as well. 



Driving down Rodeo Drive, Coolio-lookalike Marcus at the wheel.
Rodeo Drive was next - this is where all the designer shops are based. Perpendicular to this road is Wilshire Boulevard, where the Regent Berverly Wilshire Hotel resides. This hotel was featured in the film 'Pretty Woman'. We even went passed Boulmiche (shop/boutique) on Rodeo Drive, where Julia Robert's character, Vivian, was snubbed in the film.



The Regent Hotel on Beverly and Wilshire (AKA the Pretty Woman hotel).
We were dropped off at Hollywood Boulevard. Feet firmly back on the ground, we just mooched around for a few hours.



Manda spots Britney Spears' star on Hollywood Boulevard.
At 3.30pm, we were ready to depart LA. However, this was not to be a smooth operation! We were at the hotel at 3.30pm - thought we'd get there a bit earlier as we'd booked a shuttle bus for 4pm and was told to allow 15 minutes either side. At 4.30pm, still no sign of the bus so Judy, the receptionist, phoned to see what was going on. We were told that it would be there in 5 minutes ... 4.40pm and still no bus. We started to worry at this point as our flight was scheduled to depart at 7.15pm. Two phone calls later, the bus finally arrived at 4.50pm. Rush hour, excellent!

The driver was apologetic but still proceeded to do two more pick-ups before heading for the airport. "We are late. You were an hour late picking us up, now we are stuck in traffic and you want to do more pick-ups?". They blamed it on their control desk who had obviously messed up the reservations and times. This didn't help us though. 

The second pick-up highlighted how big a mess-up it all really was. The driver was expecting two passengers, four came over. Slight problem, bus only had three seats left. While they were faffing over what to do next, we were shouting out, "Guys, we really need to get going! Our flight leaves in under two hours and it is now rush hour!". Did the company get the numbers wrong or were they trying to score another fare? Before we could find out, the four decided to grab a taxi instead. It was just as well as we were livid by this point.

The last pick-up was a lovely Scottish woman who had been here to visit her sister. "So, what time is your flight?", I asked. "8.45pm", she answered. "Guess what, ours is at 7.15pm!", I added. "No!", she said in disbelief. So I continued to recount the story. She managed to calm me down and take my mind off what was happening to us. She gave us excellent practical advise on what to do next - phone up airline to tell them we were going to be late. Ian and I were like bunnies in the headlights and could not think rationally! Good plan, we grabbed the driver's mobile phone and started making calls. But don't you just hate automated phone systems where the end result doesn't actually route you to an operator and just provides useless information?!

Anyway, we got to the airport at 6pm - about an hour before take off. Talk about cutting it fine! We honestly thought we were going to miss the flight, what with the stringent security checks. Luckilly, there were no queues and we got through fairly quickly. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the pilot and his crew at the check-in desk. I breathed a bigger sigh of relief when we overtook them at the baggage checks. There was no way they'll be leaving without us now!

Dec 17, 2003

Dude, Where'd that Day Go?
Ian writes:

It was a long night. We left on the 15th December at 7:15pm and arrived on the 17th of December at 3:30am, and the flight only took 11 and a half hours. Eh? If you're getting confused doing the maths, don't worry, the answer's quite simple - we flew over the international date line and went from being 8 hours behind UK time to being 12 hours ahead.

The arrival in Fiji was quite something. Leaving Los Angeles was an amazing sight - looking back over LA, you could see the most amazing display of lights. I immediately thought of The Matrix and the way that Neo sees the real world - an outline in fluorescent green code. LA looked just like that - the lights suggesting the shape of something real. If it took a supercomputer to present LA in the Matrix, it would probably only require an old Sinclair ZX81 to render Nadi, Fiji at night. Lights? What lights?! There were just a handful of lights on at this early hour.

When we got off the plane, we were treated to another surprise (aside from the sheer humidity and heat) - our Air New Zealand plane was decorated with Lord Of The Rings art. To be precise, it had Aragorn and Arwen on it, and we were probably looking through his nostril on the way in!



Surprises over? Not yet - we were greeted at the airport by a three-piece Fijian band singing what I presume were traditional Fijian songs, wearing colourful shirts and and sulus (sarongs, whatever you know them as - basically skirts for men!). It was a welcome diversion from the long queues waiting to be seen by the immigration people.

Naturally, we went straight to bed when we got to our hotel - the Nadi Bay Hotel. Next morning, I had one of those strange feelings, a bit like when you've had a heavy night out on the sauce and find yourself in unfamiliar surroundings (only without the headache and mysterious greasy foodstains and/or bruises). Through the window I could see the sky brightening up with palm trees in the foreground, and behind me a selection of very musical birdcalls announcing the new day.



Nadi Bay Hotel - a dorm next to one of the pools. 

We did very little during the day - a definite lazy day. We didn't set foot outside the resort, but really had no need as it had two pools, a nice restaurant and bar area and there were plenty of other people milling about to chat with (including Toby, a guy who had come in on the shuttle bus with us last night and Dharma, an Aussie just back from a 5-week stint working in LA's Inglewood area - "Two weeks too many", he told us).

The afternoon slowly drifted by while the rains came down - it was not a problem really. There was plenty of cover, it wasn't cold and, by my reckonings, it was better if it rained today and got it out of the way leaving us with clear skies for the days ahead - if the weather could be so kind to us!.We stayed chatting with Toby, Dharma and a girl from Preston called Jeanette until about 6pm, then went back to the room, our lovely air-conditioned room, to take a break. Take a break from what? We hadn't done anything! Truth be known, the heat, the change in time zone and the turbulent flight of the previous evening must have combined to wear us out - we had a lie down to have a cat nap and ended up sleeping through the rest of the evening. I remember waking up briefly at 9pm and trying to wake Manda up ("We should be downstairs - we said we'd see the others down there later") but realised it was a lost cause - for both of us! [I would learn the next day that Dharma and Toby had also done precisely the same thing and crashed out early, missing the rest of the evening, so we hadn't let anyone down!]



You don't have to be crazy to fly to Fiji, but it helps. 1 week's growth fails to hide the underlying hideousness.

Dec 19, 2003

Nadi Town
Manda writes:

After breakfast, we tried to use the hotel's Internet PC's. They ran so painfully slow that we decided to abandon mission and head into town. I haven't seen the Hotmail homepage loading this slowly for a long time! I guess I have taken fast Internet connection speeds for granted back home. Gave up after waiting for five minutes - I was surprised I even gave it that!

The bus journey into town was an eye-opener. Up until this point in time, we'd only seen our resort and nothing of the outside world. I was surprised to see how green and luscious the land is. The vibrancy of the dark greens really stood out, even on an overcast day like today.

Nadi town is small but what it lacks in size is made up by the hustle and bustle. The streets are lined with handicraft, clothes and jewellery shops as well as supermarkets, banks and pharmacies. Shopkeepers kept trying to lure us into their shops. They weren't too bad - I've experienced worse in Morocco. Just short of using force to get you to look at their wares, those Moroccans would give these Fijian shopkeepers a run for their money!



A handicraft market in Nadi Town.

Sri Siva Subramaniya Savami Temple (an Indian Temple) is at the other end of town, so we took a walk over to get a closer look. The temple can be seen from the main street and is quite an interesting structure. We took a look from the gate but didn't pay the entrance fee to go inside.



Sri Siva Subramaniya Savami Temple 

On the way back, we passed a guy in the street who tried to make conversation with us. I muttered 'Bula' (which is a Fijian greeting) and hurried off. He could have been a friendly guy but I'd read in the guide books about 'sword sellers'. Apparently, these people would try to befriend you by asking your name and origin, then start carving your name onto a wooden sword and hassle you for money afterwards! The guy may not have been a sword seller but we didn't wait around to find out! We heard later on that evening that Dharma had 'bought' a wooden sword with his name engraved on it - he obviously hadn't read the guide books. 

Whilst out in town, we decided to go to the supermarket to pick up some bits and pieces. We were astonished at how much the following cost: - a tube of toothpaste, two large packets of crisps, a small bottle of Coke and some chewing gum. All together this came to three Fijian dollars - approx. one pound sterling.

We managed to find an Internet café with faster Internet connection and decent PC's. Happy that we'd updated the diary, we went back to the hotel, had dinner and exchanged more travel stories with the other travellers at the bar!

It's Hot in the Jungle, Damn Hot!
Ian writes:

It was another early start for us today - an 8 o'clock pick-up, meaning we had to check out at 7 and have ourselves our complimentary continental breakfast. The thing is, though, whether it be because of ever-changing time zones and jet lag or whether it's down to ultra-bright mornings (even when it's cloudy), we seem to have no trouble waking early. There's definitely something in the air here! Manda woke at 5am, and while I tried to keep sleeping for longer, I found it difficult. Normally you'd have to drag me kicking and screaming into the land of the living before 7am.

The coach was taking us to a place called The Beachouse on the Coral Coast. This place had been recommended by STA Travel and also came highly recommended by other people we had met in Nadi Bay Hotel. The coach took about two and a half hours to get us to our destination, taking us through miles of verdant scenery. 



Palm trees near the Coral Coast.

Along the way I noticed some oddities that are worth sharing. Oddity number one - a sign that proudly announced: "Chicken Sale!". Oddity number two - a car, sat on someone's 'driveway' with a for sale sign in the rear window. If I thought selling my car was difficult before I left, this was something else - the front of the car was completely missing. Not just an empy engine bay, but literally no front half. I don't think he'll have many takers. Oddity number three - big burly Fijian blokes wearing a flower behind one ear. This is very common, and I had seen it before, but somehow it was magnified during this journey just how common this was, and how weird it looked to these western eyes. After all, when a man puts a flower behind his ear normally it's just taking the piss: "Does it suit me?".

When we got to the Beachouse, we were led to our accommodation for the next five evenings. We had booked a room to ourself, but in the end, it was not quite so private - a hut divided into four units, we had one of the upstairs 'lofts' which was separated from the next one almost to the roof (there was a two-foot gap at the top so that, if desired, we could peer into next door). After the luxury of aircon in the last place, the fans would never match up. It was also hot, and there were many flies. Finally, the people in the adjoining loft were a couple of German girls whose idea of fun was talking incessently and loudly. Manda was dubious about the prospect of staying here for five nights. She was even less sure about the next place and what that might be like (where the electricity would not be on all night, thus not even a fan at night to keep cool). Paradise comes at a price - and in this case it's cool air and easy access to toilet facilities (down the stairs, across to another block, hope there's not a queue).

We took a walk over to the Coconut Café - the area where everyone congregates that has the great view over the ocean. It really is an idyllic spot, with palm trees lining the beach, including one tree that grows out from the ground almost horizontally and out across the beach (they have put it to good use by hanging a swing off it!). We took some time looking over the various excursions on offer and then I went for a dip in the ocean - the first time during this trip that I'd been able to get my mask and snorkel wet. The water was clear, but there was not a great deal to see - some colourful fish, but no coral (what was this place called again?). The reason there was not much to see was understandable - the coral reef is further out, and there is a sudden drop in depth. Like s a sheer wall. As such, you can see waves crashing in far out to sea, and that's where it starts to get interesting. However, it's also where it starts to get dangerous, and there were numerous warnings around the Beachouse blocks warning people to stay clear of the strong currents that form in channels out near the reef. Regardless, it was a good place to swim, and on a clearer day it would no doubt be even better. If nothing else, you could get a great view of the Beachouse from the water, as this photo shows (or rather it would do if it weren't so tiny):



Coral Coast panoramic view - check out the full size version (note: 68kb download).

After my dip I joined Manda at one of the tables outside the café. We got chatting with a South African called Clint (I could have sworn he was a Kiwi at first). Jeanette also joined us at the table and then suddenly we were on our own again - there had been a mass exodus for the 4pm tea and scones ("You watch, everyone will come out of the woodwork at 4 o'clock," Clint had told us earlier). We followed suit and joined the queue for the freshly baked scones - 2 per person - margerine and strawberry jam optional.

Manda was feeling happier about this place having met some nice people and had a chance to take in the scenery down by the beach. The problem here, I think, is that everyone wants to tell their story, and the more dramatic the better; the more hardy they appear to make themselves, the more impressive it is. So, whenever people talk about being bitten by mozzies it sounds more like they were set upon overnight by some kind of flying shark ("Yeah, you'll get eaten alive up on the islands!"). Impressive it is not, it just makes Manda worry about whether she's gonna wake up with patterned arms and legs (that pattern being red polka dot).

In the evening, after a brief rest in the cabin loft, we went back out to the beach-side café and had a couple of drinks over a game of cards. I am useless at remembering games, and can only ever recall the rules to 'shithead'. Trouble is, everyone seems to have their own variations on the rules, which usually causes some kind of argument at a crucial point in the game! I learnt a new one too, called 'arsehole'. There's a theme going on here - new card games must have offensive names. Well, apart from the one other game I learnt - 'Dave'. That's not really offensive (unless you know any idiots called Dave in which case you may beg to differ).

We picked up a couple of free anti-mosquito incense coils then headed back for a sleep. [And next morning, both of us woke up without a single bite!]

Dec 20, 2003

Duty Bound to Write
Ian writes:

Keeping a diary seems to be the most sensible thing to do and the stupidist at the same time. Sensible because even after a couple of days it becomes difficult to remember precisely what you did and also it helps keep track of the days (I would not be able to tell that it is, as I write this, a Sunday morning and that Christmas day is ony 5 days from now). 

It's also stupid because you can easily become a slave to it. If you don't update it every day, or every other day, you have several days to try to recall and shuffle back into a correct order. This can be helped by the digital camera photos, at least, as they are date stamped - so you can get a pictorial timeline if you need one. The trick there, though, is to ensure that you change the date and time every time you change country and timezone (the camera is the easiest of all the things to forget to change).

The other downside of writing every day is that some days will naturally become carbon copies of others - woke up, had a drink of water, watched the ocean crashing in on the beach, had a swim, lazed around, went to bed and hoped the mozzies would find someone else more tasty to feast upon. Today was one of those days.

Changing Plans

We pretty much spent the entire time sitting around doing very little, with one exception - I had some trips to arrange and some accommodation changes to make. Although we booked for 5 nights at the Beachhouse, followed by 5 days/4 nights at an island called Nanuya Lailai, we've changed it to just 3 nights here, a night back at Nadi Bay Hotel (nice) followed by a 6 day/5 night trip to the Yasawa Islands group. This will include Nanuya Lailai - the Blue Lagoon island - but will also include a couple of others, namely Naviti and Kuata. It is more expensive, but it was becoming apparant that staying on the one island might become a bit boring - and it's nice to get back on the sea every now and then to admire the islands from a distance, anyway.

Unfortunately, we were not able to get a refund on our room here in the Beachouse, as we pre-paid through an agent (STA Travel). Nevertheless, it's only about £40 lost in total, and while the Beachouse has a beautiful location, it really lacks the service and cleanliness that we had in Nadi Bay. Everyone had said what a great place the Beachouse is, but it's not all as good as everyone makes out.

About the Beachouse ...

What is good about this place, apart from the location as I already mentioned? Well, the crowd staying seem OK. Of course, this can change daily, but everyone seems to be getting in to the swing of relaxing and taking in the views. There are hammocks all over the place, the vegetation is beautiful, the café is pretty good and there are some activities laid on (although things like massages and horse-riding along the beach cost extra). A nice touch is the tea and scones that you get at 4pm. Everyone likes this, no complaints there - apart, perhaps, from those who want more than 2 scones per person!



The beach, at the Beachouse backpackers resort. 



Some kind of red plant in the Beachouse grounds. 

The downsides to this place - which I am writing partly for my own recollection but also partly for people who might search the web for info on the Beachouse (just as I did) and get a balanced view on things.

Firstly, the loft that we are in has a pretty strange smell. If I'm completely honest, it smells a bit like urine. No joke. This might just be some kind of wood treatment, as it seems to be present in the whole block, not just our room/loft. The sheets are pretty nasty, too. White is a colour that these sheets have only a distant memory of - pull back the top sheet (whose aqua patterned finish masks the fact that it too is dirty) and you'll see sheets that would easily make it on to camcorder footage for the next 'Holidays from Hell' programme. I can live with all of this, though. I'm not expecting it to be perfect, but clean sheets shouldn't be too hard to provide.

Where the Beachouse does really let down, I think, is in its service. In Nadi Bay Hotel, the staff were very attentive, and smiled a lot. This lot at the Beachouse seem to have the attitude that guests are nothing more than an inconvenience - a bit like Basil Fawlty's view of his guests at Fawlty Towers - the place would run just fine if people didn't keep asking for stuff. A case in point - today I wanted to change some US dollars to Fijian dollars. I waited at reception while all of the staff sat outside talking. They didn't come to see what I wanted, but then the phone rang and someone came in, she then called a colleague who took the call, then she walked out straight past me. Am I invisible? I had to stick my head back outside and offer an "Excuse me ..." to catch her attention, at which point she looked surprised at the fact that someone waiting at reception might need help. Earlier in the day it had been a similar thing while waiting to pay for Internet usage. I waited while they just did their own thing until slowly the recognition that I wasn't just standing there to decorate the place hit home. Still, I had the last laugh - they gave me the wrong change - $10 too much, and after the painful experience of trying to update this site over a 28.8 kbps connection, I wasn't going to inform them of their error!

Anyway, that's enough of the moaning and bitching - not that I'm gonna get anyone's sympathy, after all, eh?! Call it a public service thing, shall we?

Down the Beach

This afternoon we both went for a swim in the ocean. Manda had been put off swimming here by a report from someone back at Nadi that he'd seen people coming out of the ocean with whip marks - the kiss of the jellyfish. So far, I'd not seen any sign of them, and with a good mask - as we both have - and the clear waters you would easily be able to see any ahead of you. We didn't stay in the water for too long - it was not yet high tide, and consquently it took ages to get out to water that was deep enough for swimming but the strong winds made for unpleasent sideways currents in the shallow waters. We hardly saw anything worth noting - but the island trips ahead should offer some fantastic snorkelling opportunities.



The winds were a refreshing change. As we sat out the front of the café, the breeze and the overcast sky brought the midday temperatures right down. It's strange, but I haven't found myself getting bothered by the lack of blue skies - the clouds have their own moody quality unlike any that I've seen before, and even when it rains it's not a bad thing. It's actually quite refreshing to walk through the pathways between the foliage while the rain splashes off the giant green leaves around you. If the music from the Bounty ad is playing in your mind right now, and if you can picture taking one of these funnel-shapped leaves and dousing yourself with the collected rainwater then you are casting the right mental image. By the way, I'm not wearing a bikini in this image. That would be far from paradise.

We didn't really do much in the evening - Manda crashed out in the loft with both fans pointed at her while I tried to read in the dim wall light that graces our room. Eventually, though, the heat and the strain of reading under that light became too much and I gave in. 

We woke again when others came back from the bar, and we then had another evening listening to the world's dullest sounding German woman in the room next to us. Seriously, this woman could bore people to death for a living. I don't know what she's saying (well, I can understand some of it) but in any language she would make you want to run from the room screaming. Unfortunately we were not able to do that. Instead, I lay there constructing an appropriate phrase to holler over the partition: "Entschuldigung, es ist spät und wir möchten schlafen, bitte. Könnten sie nicht so laut sprechen? Danke!" (excuse any typos in the translation there - long time no speaka the German). In the end, though, I didn't because they weren't trying to make noise - there were no stereos on, they weren't shouting; they were simply talking, but in dull German accents that were just plain distracting to these English-tuned ears. It's just unfortunate that the partitions are so thin. We popped in ear defenders and tried our best to ignore the two annoying mädchens over the way.

Dec 21, 2003

Underwater World
Manda writes:

Opened the bedroom door this morning to see a sleeping dog lying outside on the landing. Thought he was a ruck sack at first (or even a back-packer!) but soon realised he was one of the resident dogs owned by this resort. Being well aware of the phrase 'let sleeping dogs lie', I decided not to disturb his slumber - even though it was tempting to give him a pat on the head! I just stepped over him and being as laid back as his owners, the dog did not even flinch!



The dog sleeping outside our doorway.

Ian made a few phone calls to try to get himself booked on a dive. Unfortunately, he didn't manage to arrange one for today and so we went snorkelling instead. 

An American girl, Hannah, came along too. The three of us were taken further out to the ocean by boat. We went near to where the waves break but not beyond the breakpoint as this is where the currents get very strong. Apparently, there have been a few drownings out there over the years. 



Manda, Sana and Hannah, about to go snorkelling!

The water was a lot cooler than near the shore but still mild. We crossed a few thermaclimes and experienced both warm and cooler temperatures. The warm spots were nice! The water was clear and we got to see some colourful fish. I don't know the proper names (fish are just fish to me, albeit with different colours!) but we saw royal blue fish, orange, black & white stripes, royal blue & turquoise and brown coloured fish. We even spotted some blue starfish and a sea snake. The reef was pretty much all dead but we did see some live coral in places.



Blue starfish on the reef, Coral Coast

After about 45 minutes, I was feeling dizzy from motion sickness as the current had began to pick up. I swam back to the boat and Hannah and Ian joined me shortly after. Ian had been busy taking photos using his digital camera (with camera housing) and they turned out well.

Once back on dry land, we headed for the bar. I got chatting to these two American guys who were hilarious. They were about to start their homeward-bound journey but there was still the matter of free daily coffee and scones to get through first. One of the chaps started to recount the tale of their journey over - in particular, his sleepy travelling buddy. His friend had been suffering from a bout of tummy upsets but still wanted to eat the aeroplane food. Shortly after being served the cheese tortellini, he crashed out due to fatigue. 

When the air hostess came round to collect his uneaten dinner, he placed his hand on it and told her that he'd eat it later. The hand remained there for another two hours while he was with the sandman! Another air hostess came over and again, tried to take his tray away. He gave her the same response i.e. he'd eat it later. She offers to heat it up for him and duly takes it away. The dinner is then returned now warm but shortly after, he falls asleep again - with hand on tray once more. The next time the air hostess comes over, he says the same thing - "I'll eat it later". She turns to him and says, "Er, we're serving breakfast now." Classic!



Ian trying to look manly with a frangipani flower behind his ear.

Dec 22, 2003

Back to Nadi, through Rain and Sun
Ian writes:

Today we left the Coral Coast - and The Beachouse - for good. It was with mixed emotions. Sure, the service we'd got hadn't been great here, but perhaps we'd just drawn the short straw? Who knows? The location was great, though, so it would be a shame to leave that behind. On the other hand, the Yasawa Islands that awaited us were supposed to be stunning, so we had that to look forward (albeit with the 'promise' of hotter temperatures and mosquitoes that would apparently 'eat us alive' ... we'll see).

The drive back to Nadi gave us the perfect demonstration of just how changeable the Fijian weather could be. As we sat in the mini bus waiting to move off, the sweat was dripping off us. It was a beaten up, much lived-in van that almost definitely didn't include air conditioning. Actually it did - it had windows. The driver got in, let out out a "phew" followed by a "It's very hot - let's get outta here." I replied: "If a local is saying it's hot, it's got to be hot!"

We got moving and just a few minutes down the road, the weather changed from being baking hot to torrential rain. The 'air conditioning' was switched off to prevent the rain streaming in (ie, we slid the windows shut!). It really is surprising just how different the weather can be from one minute to the next. Despite the coach journey taking over two and a half hours to get us from Nadi to the Coral Coast a couple of days ago, our return journey was just shy of 1 and a half hours. That could be attributed to the driver's carefree overtaking and general fearlessness or the weather conditions.



Moody skies over Nadi. 

Nadi Bay Hotel does not have the most exciting location - there are no views of the ocean, town is a bus ride away and the road it sits on is nothing special. However, what it lacks in location it clearly makes up in service. Walking back into the hotel reception, we were immediately met with smiles of recognition (or at least that's how it appeared), and I was met with more smiles at the bar shortly afterwards. Good old Nadi Bay Hotel. We would only be staying for one night, but this was a little bit of comfort before the island jaunt that lay ahead.

For much of the afternoon Manda luxuriated in the air-conditioned room while I made tracks into town to use the Internet Café there. I waited for a short time by the bus stop and ran for a bus that pulled up further down the road but it drove away having dropped just one passenger off. The young girl then explained in perfect English to me that it was a privately chartered bus and that I could get another bus or jump in one of the mini buses for the same price of 50 cents (approx. 17p). By mini bus, she was referring to the numerous Toyota mini vans in various state of disrepair that continually went back and forth through Nadi Town and the surrounding areas. These were not licensed taxis, but that did not stop people using them. In fact, most had had three rows of seats put in and most of them would be full. Unlike buses, these entrepreneurs would pick you up anywhere and drop you anywhere along the road. It's traditional for no single seat cover to match any other in the minivan, as far as I could tell.

One thing about travelling with a laptop is that you can very infrequently get emails downloaded to the hard drive - mostly it's a case of checking messages online and responding accordingly. Sometimes, though, the sheer number is too great to respond to. It would be ideal to get all of that stuff on the laptop, take it away, consider each response and reply offline, then send it all at a later date. This is what I wanted to do today. However, here was the challenge:

· I was in Fiji (lest you forget)

· I have a Mac

· And it's running OS X 10.2.3 (Panther)

That is not the best combination when trying to get connected on their network, but given their excellent English and Panther's connection setup assistant I was up-and-running within minutes. I'm not sure I'll always be this lucky.

Dec 23, 2003

Fiji Afloat
Ian writes:

The day began with a bit of trepidation - would the people at Awesome Adventures (with whom we had a 5-day booking for one island trip) have made the necessary amendments to our itinerary (a three island, 6-day trip) and would we get the pick-up OK? Thankfully, things were not running at Fiji time - they were there on the dot in the big yellow bus that would transfer us to Denarau port (passing through what must be one of the most spectacular golf courses in the world, incidentally).

The port is a busy place to be at 9am. Every day, the Yasawa Flyer would leave port and take people to all of the islands, going up as far as Nanuya Lailai before turning around and heading back to towards Denarau, a round-trip that would take 9 hours. It was possible to hop from island to island using the service (assuming you had paid for the 'Bula Pass') and it made the Yasawa Islands very accessible. In previous years, it was impossible to island hop - instead, people would have to return to Denarau each time to get a different boat back out. None of these boats could have been as comfortable, fast or efficient as the Yasawa Flyer - a good sized catamaran that, like our earlier bus transfer, was a completely unmissable shade of yellow/green. 

The boat was as much for the locals as it was for the tourists. White skin was in the minority here, and many of the locals were carrying boxes of produce of one kind or another back from the mainland to whatever islands they lived on or worked on. Manda spoke for much of the way with a nice lady called Nidia who had been born on the islands and had never left them (except for the aforementioned grocery shopping on the mainland).

When I was handed the vouchers I noticed that they had indeed changed the itinerary, but there had been further changes to the printed vouchers that needed some more explanation. Our first two days were supposed to be on Nanuya Lailai, but our tickets had been amended by hand to read 'Wanna Taki'. What was all this about? Apparently, the resort on the island was full, so they had upgraded us to the Wanna Taki cruise. This was 'a good thing'. We had seen leaflets about this - air conditioned dorms and double rooms on the MV Taralala, sister ship to the Yasawa Flyer (another catamaran) and a chance to take in the island views from the water. Definitely a lucky upgrade (although it would mean Manda taking a few more travel sickness pills!).



MV Taralala, home of the Wanna Taki cruise.

As we arrived at the boat - via a small transfer powerboat - we were met with a hearty welcome from the crew (guitars and all) ending with a booming 'Bula!' (bula being the Fijian greeting). We settled in very quickly and didn't have to wait too long before the first meal, a buffet with enough choice for most people on board, which actually wasn't that many. I had imagined it to be much busier but there were only about 11 people on the boat which could sleep 30. The crew almost outnumbered us but had been quieter - a glance at the visitor's book revelealed that on one day an English girl had been the only guest on board!



Manda in front of Naviti Island. 

We got on the boat at around midday but by 3pm we were already saying goodbye to some others on the boat. Thankfully, they were the noisy lot that would not be missed one bit including possibly the worlds most 'self-assured' Israeli guy - ie he loved himself and expected everyone else to. The funny thing was watching him try to smooth-talk an English girl with his set lines, to which she responded: "You know, I saw you do the exact same routine to a girl in Nadi Bay, you're not fooling me!"



Crew of MV Taralala sign their goodbyes to guests 

So, six went off, and when we joined it had only been Manda, me and another lady called Sylvie, a French-Canadian who was living in Japan. The transfer boat then returned with two more people to join our happy little throng, and they also happened to be French-Canadian. Sylvie was in her element.

Guests staying on the Wanna Taki cruise had a few activities they could try out, such as snorkelling, kayaking or if the surrounding beauty got too much, the crew had a good selection of DVDs to choose from that you could watch from the comfort of the air-conditioned dorm/lounge downstairs. For my part, it was snorkelling all the way. Manda and I both went out as soon as we could to cool down from the afternoon sun and look at the numerous coral reefs that were just a short swim away. The water was very clear and we spent around 45 minutes gawping at all the fish that called this place home.



Coral and fish off Naviti Island. 

Later that day, the couple from Montreal went out for a bit of snorkelling. The light was fading a little, a bit overcast but otherwise nothing to worry about. Minutes later someone on deck pointed out something happening off the port side of the boat. I went over to take a look and saw this mist - or was it a fire? - heading our way. Just like that the boat went from being sat in calm waters and clear skies to sitting in choppy waters and torrential downpours. We all struggled to pull down the awnings as the rain battered in sideways. I have never seen rain come in so quickly and am not sure that I ever will again. It was also something of a shock for the snorkellers. While we were trying to take cover from the rain, Sylvie realised that they were having difficulty in the water and fetched a couple of life jackets for them. By the time she got to the landing platform they had already made their way to the boat (they said later that it had been a hair-raising experience).

We stayed up for a little while in the evening chatting about all sorts, Sylvie telling us all about life in Japan; Karen and Kehlan/Kehlis (we never could quite agree on his name!) gave us the lowdown on Quebec and the differences between French and French-Canadian.

Dec 24, 2003

Xmas Eve at Naviti
Ian writes:

Just as we had expected, we awoke to blue skies in the morning. Last night's torrential rain showed no sign of reappearing in a hurry (but then we'd been surprised by it yesterday evening too!).

Manda was feeling a little bit woozy this morning - the boat had been rocking a bit too much for her to consider snorkelling just yet. Instead I went out just off the boat with Sylvie. Previously, we'd been taken by the transfer boat further over toward the shore where the water is shallower and the coral is closer to investigate. 



Even though it had rained, the water was not murked up in any way, and I rarely simply stay floating at the surface when snorkelling. My favourite thing about snorkelling is spotting something deeper underwater, taking a few lungfuls of air then diving down to take a good look. The boat was sitting in water that was about 7 metres deep, and some of the coral directly underneath the boat reduced the depth to between 5 and 6 metres. This was perfect for me. 

I spent the next hour diving straight down then stopping, vertical, upside-down, facing a reef teeming with fish. Looking down (as in, back to the surface), I could see the morning light shimmering off the water. The current was not too strong, but it was easy for me to maintain this upside-down position, with my head in a cloud of fish just drifting along with them wherever the current took them. Somewhere in the distance I could hear dolphins chirping away to each other. I kept a look out for them, but the sound could easily have travelled for a mile or two - perhaps more - so I had to settle for watching the smaller fish. Simply fantastic - it's just a shame having to come back up for breath.



Sylvie and Manda, on board the Taralala. 

We had some interesting new arrivals on the boat today - Anne and Andy (who were from Leeds, Sheffield or thereabouts - sorry, Anne/Andy, if you are reading - you can correct us on this one!) who were doing a round-the-world trip too, but had managed to squeeze something like 15 stops out of their tickets. I need to have words with Becky back at STA, I reckon, heh. Also joining us were Robert and Ohara. Robert was also from Leeds direction while his wife was a Filipino girl with attitude - not in a bad way, but an entertaining way (well, from our point of view at least). She told us about how they would bicker and she'd call him stupid ("Well, he is!"), he'd call her 'bunnion' (some kind of Filipino insult that means ugly), she'd retort with something like 'balloon' (Robert had put on weight since going on travels, she told us). Like cat and dog. Great fun to watch. Ohara's joking only just masked the fact that she was not having the best time travelling - they were at the tail end of it all and she seemed to want it to be over.

In the evening Manda sat with Ohara (who had reappeared wearing a T-shirt that read 'I'm with Stupid' but then sat at the table such that it was pointing toward me!) and looked at some of Ohara's photos of the trip so far - the Philippines, Cambodia, Vietnam; Robert also had some photos that they had enlarged, including some stunning pictures of Angkor Wat (Cambodia) taken at sunrise and sunset.



Manda and Ohara, looking at Ohara's pictures. 

Afterwards we went out to the front of the boat to look at the stars - I had noticed that it was a clear night, and from the bow we got a clearer view. The crew were very good - they saw that we were watching the skies and then switched off the lights in the bridge which gave us an almost perfect view above. Moments later we all saw a shooting star that lasted a good 4-5 seconds. On Christmas Eve this seemed very appropriate. Ohara's wish was not likely to come true though - she was missing her family something chronic (Manda later told me that at one point Ohara had been close to tears on the bow).

Manda and I didn't wait up until 12pm to see in Xmas day. Normally we would do this, but it seemed so unlike Christmas here on a boat in the Yasawas, with the warm evening air and just a handful of people on the deck. Had there been a full house (or boat) there may have been more of a party atmosphere, but it was almost as if everyone had accepted that this was not a traditional Christmas Eve. We said our goodnights before the 10pm.

Dec 25, 2003

It's Christmaaasss!
Manda writes:

Woke up at 5am and saw beautiful blue skies and fluffy white clouds. This definitely does not feel like Christmas! I had some fruit for breakfast and noticed that Christmas cake was on offer too. As nice as it looked, it was a little too rich for 7 o'clock in the morning, regardless of the occassion.

[Ian: for me, Xmas morning was a time for me to make good on the promise of shaving off the 3-week-old beard I'd been 'cultivating'. I was kind of getting used to it and it looked weird seeing myself without the shadow on my face afterwards. It also hurt like hell trying to shave off with a battery shaver and no wet shave to start off!]



All morning, the chef was busy preparing a 'lovo' for lunch. Lovo is an unusual way of cooking food. Basically, a pit is dug out in the ground. This is lined with stones. Firewood is then thrown in and set alight. Once the stones have been heated up, the firewood is removed. The 'oven' is now ready. Food wrapped in tin foil or coconut leaves is placed inside. Once all the food is in the 'oven', a couple of sacks are placed on top and shovels of sand bury it all. This is left for two hours to cook underground.



Food ready for the lovo oven.



Putting food in the lovo oven. 



Paradise found? The view from the island where the lovo was being prepared. 

We went over to the beach to see the chef prepare the lovo but unfortunately, we didn't get to taste it in the end as we had to transfer onto the Yasawa Flyer that would take us to our next destination. Not before the crew sang a Fijian goodbye song to us first though. These guys are multi-skilled - they cook, clean, sing, dance, play musical instruments and pilot the boat. We watched as the crew members took on the various baratone, tenor, alto notes and sang harmoniously.

We were sad to leave the boat as we'd had an excellent time and had met some great people. The fact that we couldn't try the lovo was disappointing but hey, there were still more islands out on the Pacific Ocean to explore. Our next stop was Nanuya Lailai, where the Blue Lagoon was filmed. 

We stayed at the Sunrise Lagoon Resort. Facilities are a lot more basic compared to the mainland but this just adds to the overall experience! I felt remote from civilisation as this place is on a desert island and only has electricity 4 hours a day. Our bure was just metres from the water and we had an excellent sea view.

Once unpacked, Ian and I went exploring. We walked to the other side of the island to the Blue Lagoon (where the film was shot). It took 20 minutes to walk over and the beach is how I'd remembered it from the film. We jumped straight into the water to cool down from the midday heat. Snorkelling here was excellent - a lot of the coral that we saw was still alive and looked like tree branches (this also reminded me of the film). The variety of tropical fish was vast; it was like swimming in an aquarium. At one point, we had the whole beach to ourselves - paradise!



The Blue Lagoon beach.

For dinner, we had lovo - we got to try some in the end! We watched as the now ready lovo was being dismantled. 



The chef had prepared a feast of chicken, beef, pork, pumpkin, advocado, coleslaw, spinach, sweet potato, salad etc. There was even a Christmas tree in the middle of the room. Throughout the meal, the resident puppy (Meti) and resident kitten were scrapping under the table. Obviously, the Christmas carol: 'Silent Night' rang no bells to these cuties!



Dec 26, 2003

Diving on Boxing Day
Ian writes:

Not far from Nanuya Lailai is one of the Yasawas' best dive operators (according to the guide books we'd seen), based at Tavewa. I had to get at least one dive organised before leaving Fiji, right? Today I arranged for an afternoon dive. Even as I mad enquiries about availability, I wondered whether it was the right thing to do - the water just outside our bure was very choppy. The wind was very strong although the people at the resort said that it was always windy, as there is nothing shielding us from the Pacific winds. Oh, and it was hurrican season, too. Toby, one of the other people at Sunrise (who we'd first met back in the transfer bus from Nadi airport to our first hotel), was doing his PADI Open Water dive certification at Tavewa and he reassured me that the diving was excellent no matter that the surface might be choppy.

Manda and I spent the morning just lazing about, either in the bure/shed or down on the beach. The cloud cover was light, but because of the strong winds it would be all too easy to get sunburnt without realising it. 

We took a walk along the beach trying to find crabs in the numerous little rock pools that lined the far end of the beach. At low tide, it's possible to walk all the way round the island toward the Blue Lagoon (before we'd walked across the island cutting through plantations and rough ground). We only managed to walk a short distance, passing some of the other resorts along the beach on the way. 



Nanuya Lailai Beach.

When I say resort, don't think of a resort in the traditional sense. All your preconceptions are likely to be wrong. Bear in mind that the accommodation is huts made from bound and dried coconut leaves wrapped over simple wooden structures, and the floor may be solid but may be just like outside - sand. 



Traditional bure and our more conventional 'shed'. 

As for the management, it's really just a little commercial venture for the villagers. In our 'resort', Sunrise, there are the beach-side bures - perhaps 15 of them - and behind them the villagers who largely live in the traditional way. The only link with them comes in the form of the dining room and the 'office', the latter being a tin shack with some high tech equipment - a CB radio to keep in contact with the mainland or the Yasawa Flyer. Electricity is a luxury provided between the hours of 6 and 11pm by a tempremental generator, and there are no roads, cashpoints, banks or post office. Is this like any resort you've ever stayed at before?

Whiskey's Reef

My pick-up for the dive was due at 1:30pm. Fiji time = 2:15pm. In a souvenir book called, appropriately, Fiji Time, there is a phrase that goes something like 'In Fiji time slows down so the rest of the world can catch up'. As ever, the boat ride (small powerboat) to the dive centre was fun - if your idea of fun is getting splashed every time the boat bumped along the waves at high speed.

Having got kitted up for the dive I joined a boat with about 8 certified divers which was bound for a place called Whiskey's Reef. It was on this boat that I met a nice couple, John and Melanie. They were quite entertaining - whereas Ohara and Robert (who we met on the Wanna Taki cruise) were entertaining because of the funny bickering, John and Mel were entertaining because of the one-way jibes (Mel taking the mickey out of John, John floundering and trying to defend himself probably for the umpteenth time). It soon became clear that they were not a couple but just very good friends - both were doctors and had trained together. Mel was Singaporean/English and could talk for England (or Singapore); John was a well-spoken English guy living in New Zealand and loving it.

My last dive had been in Crete, and back then I got buddied up with a supposed advanced diver (who spent the entire dive bobbing up and down like a yo-yo, unable to control hi buouyancy); this time I got buddied with a girl who was always lagging behind and did the weird thing with her hands throughout the dive. Normally, you use your fins for propulsion and keep your hands tucked in by your body to keep your profile as streamlined as possible (this makes it easier to 'glide' through the water and reduces the chances of knocking anything underwater like fragile corals and so on). My dive buddy looked like she needed fins on her hands as she was constantly scooping her hands inwards to steady herself. It looked for all the world like she was doing some kind of exotic Indian dance, as she kept your fingers splayed while she did it. Either that or it was some weird kind of gesture to entice all the little sea creatures her way (it failed in that respect).

I had taken precautions to ensure that my camera housing (good for up to 30 metres) didn't mist up by using anti fog spray and silica gel inside the casing, but alas much of the reef went unrecorded. Within a few minutes the pictures I captured were looking hazy. However, while the reef itself was interesting in its structure - lots of channels to swim through - there wer not that many fish, and the presence of so many divers in a small space did not lend itself to good photography (mob-handed, silted up views where some hit the bottom etc). 



John the doctor - an ideal occupation for a diving buddy to have!



Fan coral at 18 metres, shortly before the camera fogged up beyond use.

It was also not the easiest of dives, with some sections presenting some challenging currents to get past. Often we would find ourselves at the mouth of some channel in the reef, stationary one moment, even while finning away, then suddenly being pushed down the channel by the current toward the next unsuspecting diver ahead.

After the dive, I waited in the dive lodge while our friend Toby was debriefed on the exam questions he got wrong for his PADI Open Water certificate. It was good news - he passed and was already itching to get back in the water. He would not be disappointed. On the way back to Sunrise we had the bumpiest boat ride yet and every time Toby turned his head toward the front of the boat, he'd get a faceful of water, comedy style as if someone were waiting with a bucket of water just for him each time. I don't think that was quite what he had in mind.

Travelling Friends

Among our group on the island were a couple of American guys, one from Florida and another from California (who prononunced 'Yeah' like it was a two syllable word: 'Yeah-uh'). At first they looked like brothers - both with long wavy hair, big eyebrows and well honed tans. The smaller of the two reminded me of that guy from the TV show Chips (y'know, the Latino one - can anyone remember 'the other guy'?). At dinner, Manda asked them: "Are you travelling friends or are you " ...

Well, at this point I was wondered where this question was leading and had already filled in the rest of the sentence in my head with "or are you a couple/gay?". I wasn't watching their reaction, but Manda realised right at that point that they were looking a little shocked but she wasn't sure why. Perhaps they were expecting the question to end the same way? 

"... or are you brothers or cousins?" Manda continued. "It's just that you look so alike". 

I breathed a mental sigh of relief, as did the American guys I suspect. You see, we hadn't just noticed their likeness to each other but also their apparant likeness of each other. They did seem very couply. I mentioned later to Manda that I wondered where that question was leading. Having also come to the same conclusion about these guys, Manda then realised how her completely innocent question must have sounded and cringed at the memory of asking it, recalling those looks of shock which, with hindsight, could be explained!

Dec 27, 2003

Last Night on the Yasawas
Ian writes:

I'm not a morning person normally. Sometimes you just have to get out of bed early. This is why I set the alarm for 4am at the resort called Sunrise Lagoon:








Sunrise at Nanuya Lailai (Click on the images to get wallpaper-sized versions)

By 5:15 I was pretty much done, having taken around twenty photos of the gorgeous sunrise with various combinations of sea, palm tree, sand and of course the early sun.

It was a reasonably lazy morning. We had to check out at 10am and so most things stayed in the bags. Manda kept herself entertained by writing her diary and then joining in with a sulu (aka sarong) tying lesson with Tui and three other guests. Tui only told them how to tie it up one way (well two if you count the demonstration of how a man wears one - for which I was roped in to modelling!), while the others came up with a few more variations. I stayed only long enough to take some pictures then scuttled off before my modelling skills could be called upon once more.



Fun with Sulus: (l-r) Manda, Georgia, Margaret, Trudy and Tui)

At 1:30pm we all jumped on our transfer boat - another small powerboat that would take us to the Yasawa Flyer that would then take us on to our next port of call. Rather than go out to meet the boat directly, we skirted around the coast and back in to the Blue Lagoon where the water was noticebly calmer than the ocean-facing shores of Sunrise. The water here was like glass. One of the American guys commented: "This is the most beautiful place I have ever been." He said it twice.

The boat came in to shore so we could get out and take shade, rather than sit in the midday sun, cooking. Unfortunately, this small boat trip alone had already done for me - my arms were starting to fill tingly, and I just knew that later that would translate to a nice shade of red, just on the arms (my tourist tan is coming along nicely - brown feet, brownish calves, white thighs and torso, red arms and very brown hands/forearms, all finished off with a white watch-strap. A very patchwork finish).

Kuata Island

We had had a great time so far on Nanuya Lailai and on the boat around Naviti. Now we were bound for Kuata, one of the nearest islands of the Yasawagroup to the mainland but strangely the island that was one of the least developed. While Sunrise had electricity in the evening, Kuata promised the use of oil lanterns after dark. Conversely, it was the first time on the islands that we had a mosquito net available. Did that mean we should expect lots of them?



Sign: Welcome to Kuata Island, Gateway to the Yasawas. 

The island of Kuata - or more correctly, the resort on that island, the only one at the time of writing - is one of the sunniest places in the Yasawas (we also got one of the sunniest greetings when we arrived). The sun rises and sets following a path all the way along the beach. At midday, you really feel the sun above you and the best way to deal with it? Get in the water! (Actually, the sensible thing to do would be to get into the shade, but me, I'm not sensible like that).



Kuata beach. 

Snorkelling at Kuata is fantastic - some of the best yet of the Islands, I thought. It can be tricky getting over some of the shallower parts of the reef, where the numerous currents can buffet you around somewhat, but once beyond this part, the water deepens and the number and size of fish grows. 

We spent the evening chatting with a lady called Shary from Melbourne, Aus and a drama teacher from New Zealand called Paul. This is the best thing about travelling - every day you get into conversation about different things with people with very different outlooks and experiences. Every day you find yourself introducing yourself and making a note of their names too, knowing that you'll be repeating the procedure the next day and the day after that ad infinitum. Sometimes, these people will spend a few days with you and they get elevated to friends rather than passing aquaintances, but either way it's good. I wonder how long a periiod you have to spend with someone on travels like this before they become lifelong firends (or merely people you don't just promise to keep in contact with by email after they've left but actually do). Is it a few days? Is it something , like relationships, that you get a feel for very quickly? So far, we've met a lot of great people, but I still don't know what that moment is when you think 'I'll be sending Christmas cards to this person 20 years from now'. In the meantime, though, mindless chatter is good.

Dec 28, 2003

Back to the Mainland and Chicken Curry
Manda writes:

Woke up without a single mosy-bite. Result! There appears to be less mosquitos here than on the mainland - or maybe we were just lucky!

Kuata Resort is a very tranquil place. The staff are very efficient and their attention to detail is spot on. They can be seen constantly arranging Frangipani (flowers) on the dinner tables, bathrooms and flowerbeds. They sing along to Christian music as they carry out their daily chores (well, on a Sunday at least). Sundays are kept as a day of rest and the vast majority of locals seem to respect this. All activities and trips do not run on Sundays as the locals go to church. 



Frangipani Flowers.

I asked Nathan, the local dive master, whether there'd be any diving opportunities today but unfortunately he said there wouldn't be - 'Sunday, rest day'. Apparently, tiger sharks and white tip reef sharks can be found swimming near to one of the big rocks at high tide. 

I noticed some caves at the end of the resort. These caves are inhabited by some of the locals. They have a fantastic view of the dramatic looking rocks on Waya Lailai (the island opposite to ours). The locals may have become jaded to this lovely view as they see it everyday. Maybe it is cooler inside these caves, but they sure don't look comfy! 



Rocks at Waya Lailai



Cave dwellings in Kuata.

During the day, a lot of the locals congregate under a shady area and sit on the ground. They seem to like sitting together, enjoying the company, and can sometimes be heard singing. It's all very laid back!

I feel more in-touch with Fijian culture here than I have experienced on any of the other Fijian islands we have visited so far. Maybe this is down to the fact that we are living right in the middle of the small community. There was a community in Nanuya Lailai too but we didn't get a chance to mix with the locals as they lived on the perifery of the resort.

At 3.30pm, we were ready to leave the island. The transfer boat took us over to the Yasawa Flyer (a bigger transfer boat). The sun was unforgiving, even at that time of day. As a result, the air conditioning on the next boat was welcomed by all.

We went back to Nadi Bay Hotel to re-shuffle our luggage, grab some chicken curry and then onto the airport to catch our connecting flight to New Zealand.

Dec 30, 2003

Taking Flight for Cairns
After a day of doing next to nothing in New Zealand, we made our way back to the airport to fly to Cairns. The flight was bumpy for much of the way but the views out of the window as we flew over the Great Barrier Reef along Australia's eastern coastline were stunning. To think that in the coming days we'd be swimming down there.



We got through customs at Cairns International almost without a hitch. Manda got called to one side by one of the officers who was asking whether she was carrying any food, any candy and so on (Australia is very strict on people bringing anything like this into the country). He asked the questions a few times, checking whether Manda was sure about this, and we both started thinking 'uh-oh'. What had they picked up as they scanned the baggage? Nothing more dangerous than vitamin pills!

We got to our hostel, Travellers Oasis, thanks to Kiwi Mark's complementary shuttle service. I had been to Travellers Oasis before and knew that it was a nice little hostel run by a friendly bunch of people. Mark is the owner of this place that they have labelled 'your home from home'. We settled in very nicely thanks to the lovely air conditioning. It wasn't the hottest of days, but after the flight it was a welcome bonus (only two rooms in the hostel have air con).



Travellers Oasis hostel, Cairns. 

One of the things we need to do in Cairns is find ourselves a camper van. Right opposite the hostel there was a big van with a huge 'For Sale' sign in the window, so we went over to take a look. The guy showed us all around it, telling us up front that the price was $47,000 (roughly £18,000!). There was no way we'd be getting this van, but we let him carry on showing us the shower unit, the solar panels, the TV, the four batteries and the clever little load balancing thing he seemed particularly proud of. From the outside, it looked like a pretty workmanlike bus, nothing too flashy. I wasn't expecting all this inside. Perhaps we'll look at some more vans, eh? 

Jan 01, 2004

Happy New Year!
To all those we haven't been able to say it to personally, by email, text message or whatever, have a great new year! It's only been 4 weeks (or just under) since we first head off, and it feels like we've done a lot already but we've got more planned for the next few days which we'll write about as soon as we get a chance. A trip to the Great Barrier Reef is next on the cards, and I for one can't wait!

Keep in touch - we really appreciate your comments and emails :-)

Jan 04, 2004

Manda in Kuranda
Today Ian and I took the scenic railway to Kuranda, a little village to the north-west of Cairns. The train service runs twice a day, once at 8.30am and again at 9.30am. We took the early one and so did everyone else, it would seem!



The Kuranda train snakes off into the distance. 

The scenic railway is aptly named as we traversed over miles of rainforest, alongside Barron River and in admidst mountainous scenery. We passed some waterfalls - Stoney Creek Falls, followed by Barron Falls where we stopped for a ten minute photo break.

Every now and then, over the tannoy, we'd hear some information about a place where we were about to cross. It was funny when tannoy man mentioned a cemetary to our right and immediately afterwards (without a break) where the toilet facilities were ... on the train! Laughter was heard throughout the carriage at this point.

The train journey lasted an hour and forty-five minutes and took us to the Kuranda Village. The village (or road) is lined with restaurants, bars, markets and souvenuir shops. Other places also available, which we didn't see, include: - Birdworld, Butterfly Sanctuary, Koala Garden, Tjapukai Aboriginal Cultural Park etc.



Manda in Kuranda - or next to the Kuranda Scenic Railway train. 

We had lunch at the Rainforest View restaurant, which was very popular with the Japanese tour groups. I guess the buffet option caters for all tastes. After deliberating over whether to try a kangaroo burger or a crocodile burger, we opted for the safe option - pie and chips! Skippy and Croc live to see another day!

In the afternoon, we caught the Skyrail Rainforest Cableway. This cable car spans 7.5km and boasts the world's longest gondola cableway. The journey took fifty minutes, with two stops - one at Barron Falls and the other at Red Peak station. The first stop offered amazing lookout points over the top of Barron falls. The second stop revealed panoramic views of the rainforest. The scenery from the cable car itself was great - we got to see the tops of trees, mountains and the rusty-coloured Barron River as it slalomed in and out of valleys.



The Kuranda Skyrail passes the Barron River. 

During the last leg, as we headed for our final stop, we could see Cairns to our right (could even see planes taking off from Cairns airport), the Coral Sea and Green Island. Feet back on the ground, we took the 2pm transfer bus back to the centre. 

We decided to go to Cairns Central shopping mall for a mooch. The air conditioning in the mall was welcomed on another hot sunny day in Cairns.

We did the obligatory walk past the pet shop with the cute Jack Russell, Boxer and Schitzu puppies in the window. With both Ian and I missing our dogs in the UK, I keep threatening to take one of these pooches away with us .... but somehow I don't think the shopkeeper would agree to a travelling dog! 



The Jack Russell pup in the pet store. 

Jan 05, 2004

Somewhere Down That Crazy River
There are lots of activities that you can try in and around Cairns - today we were going to give white water rafting a go. We weren't entirely sure what to expect, all we knew was that it was going to be a lot of fun and hard work at the same time.

We got dropped off at what seemed to be a disused shed (actually it looked kind of house-shaped, only without exterior walls and with a rusty corrugated iron roof). First things first, someone put the kettle on and cakes were brought out. "Eat some cake, you're gonna need it," came the voice of one of the instructors. Alan and Jack were our instructors - both bubbly chaps who motivated our group throughout the day. Believe me, at times we really needed motivating!



Kiwi Chris comes prepared with cigarettes for the rainforest walk (but later loses both of them at the first creek crossing!). 

First of all, we had the rainforest walk. Well, that's what it was described as in the brochure. Try a one hour hike through undulating surfaces of a rainforest, throwing in poisonous frogs and plants and clinging sticking plants that could rip your skin. Was it that bad? Well, no, as the path we walked on was a well trodden one and the aforementioned dangers were off the track.

Certain members of the group had to carry some of the rafting kit. Everyone had to carry their own paddle which doubled as a walking stick in the rainforest. Ian had to carry one of the heavy backpacks full with our deflated raft. 



The path we took was a dirt track that would occassionally take us through waist-high creeks. 



Crossing the creeks was quite refreshing and luckily I was suitably dressed in a stinger suit, life jacket, helmet and trainers. I felt sorry for the young Indian lad in front of me who wore flip flops. [Ian adds: or 'thongs' as the Australians like to call that particular type of footwear!]
At one point, the Indian lad carried a backpack, the medical kit, a paddle and a stack of foamed mats. He did this without complaint until thirty minutes in. The instructor hadn't realised and re-distributed the load once it was brought to his attention. After the re-shuffle, the kid was left with a stack of foam mats and a paddle to carry. The stack of mats looked difficult to navigate through the narrow paths as they kept catching on the 'wait-a-whiles' (barbed, clinging plant tendrils). We were told that if we got caught by this plant, we'd have to 'wait-a-while and back off'.

We must have hiked for an hour before reaching the clearing where we heard the sound of running water. We'd made it! The rafts were inflated and foamed mats were used to line the rafts - we'd later appreciate how much these would cushion our bums during the rough spots!

Two passengers to a raft and my rafting buddy was Ian. The one with more co-ordination skills was to be seated at the back as this person would have more control of the raft. Knowing my strengths and weaknesses, I quickly shuffled forwards.



Russell River - no white water at this point.

Rafting is definitely a lot of fun. It took me a while to get used to navigating the thing. To turn right, you'd have to use your left paddle and brush in a clockwise direction or put your right paddle down and not move it. Sounds easy but when you are thrown down a rapid under sheer force of the river with a quick succession of bends, all logic goes down the pan (or rapid!).

Our group rafted down approximately ten grade 3-4 rapids and Ian and I managed it without falling out. There was one rapid in particular that was pretty difficult. We were told by the instructors how, on a previous trip, seven out of eight rafts fell out. We not only managed not to fall out, but went down backwards (don't ask how!). On this occassion, five out of eight rafts fell out. 

[Ian adds: The down side to the trip? We couldn't take photos during the rafting, unless we used a disposable waterproof camera. It would have been too risky to take anything else down with us (besides, we needed to concentrate on navigating rather than getting the perfect shot!).]

All this rafting had given us an appetite. We went back to the disused shed and had a barby. We sat chatting to Steve, Martin and Chris about Ausie programmes such as 'Prisoner Cell Block H' and 'The Littlelest Hobo'. Someone even commented on how they liked watching Bea operating the steam press - erm, yep you're on your own there mate!

Jan 06, 2004

Out to the Outer Reef
You come to Cairns, you have to do it - visit the Great Barrier Reef, one of the great natural wonders of the world and just under two hours away from Trinity Wharf, Cairns.

I had been to the reef just under two years ago, and that time I went with Cairns Dive Centre (or CDC for short). Despite leaving my passport on the boat last time - and having to get it sent back to Sydney in the mail - I enjoyed my last stay, even if it did get a bit chaotic. So this time we went with CDC again. Oh, and they threw in a 10% discount on account of me buying a dive computer from the shop the other day. That kind of clinched the deal.

We had our 8:20 pick-up outside the hostel as planned then made our way to the dive shop to fill in the usual 'If I die or something nasty happens to me then it must be my own stupid fault and CDC are not responsible etc etc' forms before heading back out to the transfer boat.

The journey out to the mother vessel - MV Kangaroo Explorer - took 1 hr 45 minutes and I spent most of that time immersed in my music; the engine was so loud that conversation was only possible by shouting.

Once on the main boat we had a tour around from one of the staff, Veronica, who remained bubbly despite the seemingly never-ending set of instructions, rules and so on that she probably has to do every day in this baking heat. And damn it was hot. We got all of that out of the way and then spent another 30 minutes on the sun deck (which is covered, never mind its name, but remains achingly hot anyway) while another one of the CDC staff, Paul, took all the certified divers' details down. Sweating buckets, all anyone could think of was getting into that water! It must have been even more frustrating for the snorkellers, as 90% of the paperwork and instructions were aimed at divers. 

We had lunch, waited for it to go down a while and then kitted up for our first dive. Everything on the boat needs to planned with almost military precision - and it's all set out on a board on the sun deck - but getting in that water the first time must always be a little chaotic. It was today. We had twelve people getting in at the same time, and two CDC staff to take us around. I was buddied up with an American lady called Carolyn who had done something like 70+ dives, but this was something of an estimate, as she never logged the dives, but it was good to be partnered with someone who'd been diving a little while.

In all honesty, the first dive was tedious - all we did was go down a mooring line and sit at the bottom and wait for everyone to come down the line, then it was just a brief swim out from the boat and back again. Along the way you had to be careful not to bash in to one of the many other divers in the water or get your mask knocked off by someone else's fins. Like diver soup it was. 



Not my group, but you get the idea - lots of divers together and it can get a bit chaotic.

On the way back up, I did the safety stop of three minutes at the 5 metre level, following my dive computer. The first 2 minutes were completed while hanging on to the mooring line, but then the CDC guide motioned for us to go over to the deco bar that sits 5 metres under the boat. I did the last minute then signalled to my dive buddy, Carolyn, to ascend. Next moment, Carolyn is heading back down to the deco bar while I'm rising to the surface. In the confusion, looking down to make sure that she was OK, I forgot Paul's advice about holding your hand up when ascending to avoid bumping your head on the ladders hanging off the back of the boat. I took my hand down, then bumped my head. D'oh!

The problem - I was following my timings, while Paul was trying to control all these other divers and he started timing the decompression safety stop when we got to the bar. Carolyn saw him gesturing to stay at the bar, while I was popping up to the surface. The CDC employee's instructions overuled! I said to Paul after the dive that it was not a good one - too many people, no freedom to look around etc - and wanted to make sure that subsequent dives would not be the same. He explained that it was just to ensure that CDC were happy that everyone was competent, could ascend and descend safely etc. Next dive we could do what we liked, within reason.

The boat then set off from Moore Reef on to Milln Reef. And just look what happens when you get free reign:



Yes, the next dive was much better.



The one that got away (but only just!) - This turtle had a large bite mark in its side. 





As well as spotting the turtle and swimming alongside him for a while, we also saw many other brilliant fish down there including the peculiarly named Diagonal Banded Sweetlips and the impressively sized but stupid-looking Bumphead Parrotfish. As if wishing to live up to their name, I saw one swim straight into some coral and knocking it off the reef.



Nearing the end of the day out at the reef.

We finished off with a night dive that was much more fun as a duo than a guided tour. We saw another turtle descending, much bigger than our earlier encounter, but let him be, swimming past him to the next batch of coral to see what we could find hiding.

Jan 07, 2004

Great Barrier Reef Day 2
It was an early start today - a 5:30 wake-up call: "Morning, time to go diving!" By 6am I was kitted up and in the water. 

For the first dive, Carolyn (dive buddy) and I headed off at the bow of the boat and had a good look around a bommie (a large rocky structure that the coral hangs on to) doing a circular route. As it was the first dive of the day, we wanted to get a bit of depth - it's normal practice to dive progressively shallower depths as the day goes on. As such, we used air more quickly which was just a little annoying when we spotted a turtle and had to cut short the photo opportunity, and then as we ascended I saw my first shark - a little tiddler of a reef shark, but it was a shame not to get the opportunity to see it a little bit closer.



Wave for the camera ...

The next dive took place just after 8:30. Carolyn and I decided to stay close to the boat, as the previous dive had us surfacing some distance from the boat and having a fairly tiring surface swim back. As she put it, "I'm all out of kick right now." By now we were fairly familiar with this particular reef - Milln - and could just bimble around at our own pace, generally staying at around 6m depth, a tiny depth but just right for this place. 



Carolyn, my dive buddy while on the Great Barrier Reef.

We then moved off the Milln Reef and headed for Thetford, a long reef that promised walls of coral. It also promised to be a testing place for all the divers who got kitted out only to wait for ages at the back of the boat - the mooring point for the boat snapped and then they couldn't find the chain underwater. We must have spent 40 minutes watching the CDC crew trying to get the mooring sorted out, while kitted-up divers and snorkellers got hosed down to keep cool. 

As soon as the mooring was reattached, everyone jumped in as quickly as they could. This time I skipped diving - I joined Manda for a spot of snorkelling instead, along with Carolyn's colleague Carol, who had spent much of her time on the boat wondering whether the last meal was going to stay down (invariably they didn't) and hence had not been able to do a try-dive or even much snorkelling. She seemed happy to join in, and we all finned our way over to the beatiful coral.



Coral at Thetford Reef. 



As we passed over an area of deeper water, we passed through a phenomenal number of fish. It reminded me of a scene in The Fifth Element, looking down at the streets of New York from above and seeing flying traffic at many different levels; here you could look down and see many different schools of fish all doing their own thing. I have never seen so many fish in one location as I saw here.

We left the boat at around 3pm, getting back in to Cairns just before 5. Everybody was suitably knackered, many of them already having taken a nap on the transfer boat, even with all the rocking and rolling and crashing waves (that includes Manda!). We got back to Travellers Oasis and found that our nice little room with the nice little aircon had gone to another couple who'd arrived yesterday. Not nice. We got another room with a fan that tried to keep the room cool but was struggling. I kicked myself for not paying for the room while we had our night on board the boat - we might have secured it for a little longer. Ah well, it was a gamble. 

On the plus side, when I switched on the mobile phone, I got a text message from Paul, the pilot, who has managed to get a plane for Sunday so we can take a trip out to see the reef from above. If we can find one more person, it'll be $100 each (about £40 each) for an hour and a half. That's good value - other tour operators are charging the same for 15-minute flights.

Jan 08, 2004

Nothing Doing
Manda writes:

Queensland is having something of a heatwave at the moment - temperatures were up in the high 30's/low 40's (degrees Celcius). 

Nothing much happened due to the scorching temperatures, so we stayed in the air conditioned room and updated the diary.



Manda typing into the Mac Powerbook. 

Jan 09, 2004

A Van, A Van, My Kingdom for a Van ...
Manda writes:

Today was 'camper van hunting day'. 

Ian had gone to look for vans all morning - visiting The Traveller's Car Market (above the The Ultimate Party Experience tour operators on Abbott Street) and following up adverts that we had seen in hostels/bars and in the 'Trade It' magazine/various 'Free ads' sections in the newspapers.

We met up for lunch at the mall and Ian made more phonecalls to the shortlist of potentials. He'd arranged for a guy named Tsahi to bring his Mitsubishi L300 to the car park. 

Before Tsahi arrived, we made guesses at his ethnicity. We both came to the conclusion that this guy was Japanese, based on the spelling of his name. Tsahi would look out for a guy wearing a blue Mambo baseball cap (aka Ian) and we were looking out for a Japanese guy with dreadlocks (on hindsight, we should have twigged at this point!).

Tsahi, the Israeli, arrived twenty minutes later in a battered old van. We found out that his name was pronounced 'Sack-hee'. The van looked tatty but had all the essentials and a few extras: - mattress, make-shift table, oil can, petrol can, tool set, gas cooker, mobile phone (incl. Australian SIM card), fan, blinds, drink coolers, deck chairs, 6 months rego (car tax) and a road worthy certificate (kinda like a MOT). The engine sounded ok too. Obviously, we'd need to get a qualified mechanic to check out any vehicle before buying it.

After we'd left Tsahi, Ian talked about the potential of this van. He could see past the dirt and grime and was already suggesting possible improvements like spray-painting the exterior with a simple design (his old graffiti skills should come in handy for this), painting the interior panels white to brighten it up a bit, putting curtains up to segregate the driver and passenger sides etc.

I liked the van but thought that it was slightly over-priced - although I'm sure this is negotiable to a certain extent.

I got the impression that Ian just wanted to buy a van and get outta Cairns. We have done all that we can in this place and it is the right time to move on. But I reminded him not to rush into anything - we still have the Sunday market (where people take their vehicles to sell) on standby. We don't want to make an impulse buy and end up regretting it later on.

We have a few more vans to see tomorrow - the hunt continues ...



...cue Blind Date music...

Van1: has air con, no roo bars, no rego and no 'road worthy certificate' but has more storage space and is known to be reliable

Van2: has rego, no 'road worthy certificate', needs to be converted so that it is liveable (it still has passenger seats at the back), comes with TV (essential for those not wanting to miss 'Neighbours') and reputation is ok

Van3: has rego, has 'road worthy certificate', fully equipped and reputation is ok

The choice is yours...

Jan 10, 2004

Still Without Van, But Still Trying
This morning Manda and I caught a taxi over to some guy's place toward the north of the town. He was having a garage sale there but, more importantly, he had a van for sale - a Toyota Hiace. These vans seem to be pretty good, reliable vans if not a little dull.



The price tag was a bit high, though, but still worth checking out. Unfortunately the van had cracked lights, indicators, worn tyres and a missing wing mirror. Those are the things that we could see, and it made me wonder what other things could crop up once the van went through the roadworthy inspection (in Queensland you cannot sell a vehicle without first getting it inspected, like an MoT, or if you do you have to remove the plates). We both decided after seeing this one to leave it. The asking price plus the work required to get it up to scratch was too much.

We headed back in to town after that and I spent much of the day following leads for vans. I headed off to a rooftop car park on Abbott Street where they have the Travellers Car Market. For a nominal fee, travellers can park their cars in the central location for people like me to see. It used to be that people would park them up at the Esplanade all day with a For Sale sign in the window but this has since been banned; trying it now might get you a fine.

As it was yesterday, the people who offer the service had a few vans listed in their book, but on the roof it was a different story - there was nothing there apart from a couple of beaten-up Nissan station wagons.

I then went back to Cairns Central, refuelled with a nice cold drink with Manda then headed off again in the opposite direction. The midday heat was getting stifling again, and walking to the car lot on Spence street (our taxi driver this morning recommended giving it a look) was tiring work. It was also fruitless, again. Nothing there except for one Hiace that was immaculate, but had no price on the window yet. Looking at the prices of other cars surrounding it, I realised it would be too expensive. I turned on my heel and once more made for the air-con coolness of Cairns Central.

While sitting with Manda for another cold drink, I decided to phone up the car market again to see if anything new had come it. And something had! Another Hiace for $800. "Do you mean $8000?" I asked. "No, definitely $800," came the reply. For that money it's got to be a right old dog, I reasoned. Then again, what if this person was as desparate to get rid of the van as we were to get hold of one? Off I went again, all the way up Shields Street until I got to the junction with Abbott Street, then back up the three flights of stairs to the baking hot car park to find ... that it had already gone in that 15 minute interval.

Back at the shopping mall, Manda got me a fruit smoothie from a juice bar which went down extremely well. I sat there looking spaced out and exhausted. All this walking round was taking its toll. What we need is a van!

In the evening we went over to the Green Ant Cantina on Bunda Street (just along the road from the hostel) to meet up with Paul, one of the co-owners, who would be taking us up for a flight over the reef tomorrow. Oh, and just one more van to look at. And this one, well, it kinda had us thinking "Is this the one?" before it even pulled over:



We both checked it out as much as we could in the available light, and it looked in tip top condition - bodywork and engine. The asking price? $AUD 2500. The downside is that there is nothing in the back except for the carpet and panel trimming. It would need some woodwork put in there to give us some storage space and whatever. I took it for a drive and liked it a lot and both of us came away thinking that this one had the most potential yet. 

Jan 11, 2004

Flying over the Great Barrier Reef
Every Sunday morning in the area known as Woree, there's a private sale 4WD and van market. Given our luck (or rather lack of it) in finding decent camper vans we decided to give this a try. Working on the basis that we'd seen the VW Kombi last night at 10pm and the car market was at 8am we should get a chance to see what's there and still have time to put in an offer on the Kombi. As it turned out, there was just a handful of vans there, and we didn't want to wait around hours for more to arrive and then miss out on the Kombi. So at 8:20, sat in the McDonalds next door, I rang up and offered $2100 for the VW, and the seller accepted $2200 (approx £880). 

It was all very exciting - finally it felt like the adventure could really begin. We'd been in Cairns too long already. I know that when you walk around the shopping mall and start to recognise the regulars (and that's not the people working there) that you've been there too long. We can't set off just yet, though - the van needs to be put through a road-worthiness inspection and we'll need to get the registration moved across. Then there's the insurance to consider and also the fittings that it's currently lacking. Having said all that, it's a van that's worth spending a bit of money on - we were hooked immediately without any fittings in it, so if we do a good job with it selling it on later should not be a great problem.

Flying over the Reef

In the afternooon, Paul came over to the hostel and took us up to Cairns airport for our next little adventure - a 1 and a half hour flight over the reef.



Our chariot - a Cessna light aircraft.

We had seen plenty of flyers (no pun intended) for reef flights but they all worked out quite expensive. Paul, on the other hand, was building up his flying hours and could offer a lot longer for a lot less (by way of comparison, one heli-tour cost $98 for a ten minute scenic flight, while we would be getting 90 minutes for $145 each - about £55 each).

Within ten minutes of taking off we were getting very close to Green Island and then beyond that we headed north and followed the various reefs (Saxon, Norman, Hastings) all the way up as far as Cape Tribulation.



Green Island.



One of the many amazing reefs we flew over at 500 feet.

Flying over the reef was fantastic. We could see some of the coral very clearly, even from five hundred feet in the air. The water looked inviting, sparkling away in the sunlight. I really wanted to go for a dip again, but given our current mode of transport, that was not gonna happen. Hopefully. At one point, we spotted a huge turtle coming up to the surface to take a few breaths of fresh air while elsewhere I could make out the shape of a fairly good sized shark just under the surface. The thing that amazed me is the difference from being under water, when there does not seem to be any pattern or logic to the reefs to the view from above where definite patterns start to emerge.

Once we reached Cape Tribulation, Paul banked left and followed the coastline back to Cairns. He let me take control as we flew past Port Douglas. I kept things pretty gentle - no hard banking to the left or right or sudden stomach-wrenching dives! Paul, on the other hand, demonstrated a hard turn in this little plane for our entertainment. We all felt the increased G-force and as I looked out of my window to the right, I could see that we were moving around a fixed point; it was as if I had my right hand out full-stretch, anchored on the floor, and was walking my body round in a circle, like some kind of breakdancing manouevre.






A creek near Daintree Rainforest - crocs be here!

The flight over the reef was easily the best part of the flight, but following the coast back was good too. We had already been treated to similar great views of the rainforest on the Kuranda Skyrail – although, this time from a greater height. The white sanded beaches looked like borders to the rich dark green tapestry of trees. Paul told us that the creeks below were crocodile territory – no swimming around here then! Once we got back within range of the airport, we had to maintain a steady course until flight control could bring us in. No more hard banking for us!

Jan 12, 2004

Checking Out The Van
I got another look at the Kombi today, but it's still not in our posession. First there's a small matter of getting a road-worthy certificate. Before doing this, though, I wanted to get a quick once-over from a mechanic. Just around the corner from the hostel is a guy who'll check it out for $30, so Paul, the Kombi's current owner, brought it over.

So far, our instincts hadn't failed us. The mechanic got it up on the ramps and found only superficial problems with the van - a worn brake cable here, a leaking exhaust pipe there. Overall, though, he was very impressed and said that it was the best Kombi he'd seen in years and that it had been looked after (it's been in the same family for 15 years and the current owner is a mechanic too which all bodes well). 

Paul and I then tried to find a garage that could put the van through for a proper inspection - to get the Road Worthy Certificate (RWC) that will allow him to sell me the darn thing! We got one who said they could do it tomorrow morning, which was excellent news. Much like an MoT in the UK, the RWC covers mechanical checks as well as things like seat belts, lights and so on. There are bound to be some things that need fixing, but hopefully nothing major. Fingers crossed.

By the Pier

This evening we started with a meal at The Woolshed - the hostel we are in gives out vouchers for the first night you stay there to be cashed in at the Woolshed for a free meal ("Whatever they serve up in large amounts") or something from the main menu for a few dollars upgrade. We went for the freebie, both choosing chilli con carne which was very nice but about half the size that we could have done with. Well, it was free. If we get vouchers in future for this place, we'll go with the upgrade option!

Afterwards we made our way up to the pier shopping centre which Manda had read about in the Lonely Planet. It looked very quiet there (admittedly it was 7pm) and struck me as a place that is struggling to get large numbers of customers; many of the shop units seemed to be vacant still. We took a look in a few of the shops, but it was very much the same thing that we'd already seen elsewhere in Cairns (and would no doubt see throughout the rest of Australia). One thing that did attract my attention was the aquarium's offer of diving with the sharks and manta rays. For about £30 I could get in the water all scuba'd up and see all the big fish close-up while Manda can film from the outside. We picked up a leaflet and got given a discount if we decide to book - it looks like we have tomorrow evening planned then!

Jan 13, 2004

Swimming With Sharks
Manda writes:

Tried out something new today - I went scuba diving in the Cairns Aquarium's sharks' enclosure. I decided to join Ian as I knew I'd kick myself later if I didn't give it a try. I felt fine about diving here as the fish are domesticated, making this a 'safe' environment. The water was warm and no currents meant that I could move around more comfortably.

We'd arrived early and had time to take a look at the other fish in the aquarium. We saw the obligatory Nemo fish playing hide-and-seek in the anemone. The aquarium is relatively small and we were soon at the area where we were about to dive in. Our dive instructor, Paul, was already in there with a young lad. On a few occasions the lad would accidentally stand on a shark. These sharks were cool and just swam away. I remember asking Ian to name all the types of fish he could see in this tank. He started to list them, but I found myself not concentrating and focussing on my nerves. The fish looked mighty big in there! 

At 4.30pm, we were all kitted up in our diving gear. I was surprised at how heavy this stuff weighed. Once in the water with my jacket inflated, the kit felt a whole lot lighter and I was able to move around with the guidance of Paul. Breathing through a regulator is a strange experience - as soon as I got used to hearing my own breathing, I was fine. 

Swimming With the Big Fish

When I first saw the big fish, my heart skipped a few beats, but because I was so pre-occupied with the technicalities of the dive gear, this was soon put to the back of my mind. With breathing and manoeuvres sorted out, I was then able to enjoy the scenery.



Manda and the Maori Wrasse. 

We swam with leopard sharks, white tip reef sharks, shovelnose rays, manta rays, sting rays, maori wrasse, potato cod, trevellies and bat fish. One of the leopard sharks is called Linda and she is approximately 2.7m long. Her son, Lawrence, was swimming around with her. King George, the maori wrasse, is about fifty years old and looks old and full of wisdom. I think naming the fish is definitely a good idea - especially to shark novices such as myself. Well, you remember UK Big Brother? Once they named the chicken, Margerie, she was part of the family. Or UK Castaways, no one could bring themselves to eat the pig once they had named it, could they? Or not at first, anyway. Not that I was contemplating eating the big, oh-so juicy potato cod with a nice plate of chips! Mmmm.



Potato cod.

Paul picked up a starfish and handed it to me. It looked lovely. He led me around the tank, pointing out all the fish until I felt comfortable enough to explore by myself. Paul really helped me enjoy my first try dive and what a great place to experience this. 



A stingray stays still for his close-up.



Manda, Ian and another unexpected guest - watch out, it's a shark! 

We spent half an hour in the tank but time just went by so quickly. I was sad to leave the fish behind - almost felt like we'd bonded and I was one of them! Especially when I spotted some Korean tourists taking photos of us on the other side. Doug, the shovelnose ray, did some serious posing for the photos, let me tell you! When we were back in dry clothes, Ian and I went back to watch them from the front. They were moving around gracefully and freely - no dumb-struck divers to avoid!



Ian checking out the big fish from outside.

Jan 16, 2004

Let's Go See Dougie
Not much to report about the last couple of days. We've pretty much run out of things to do in Cairns without spending a fortue or covering old ground again. We have a van but we don't yet have a roadworthy certificate for it, nor have we got a rego (the Aussi registration, similar to car tax), and hence find ourselves stuck here trying to kill time. We managed to do this by having a marathon DVD session - I had bought a stack of Secret Life Of Us (Aussie drama, comparable to This Life) DVDs from HMV, and we watched the first six 1-hour episodes. Unfortunately, we couldn't go any further on it as HMV didn't have the whole set. At around £4 per DVD (with three issues), it seemed like a great investment.

After the last few days of killing time, we decided to rent a car today and drive up to Port Douglas. Unfortunately the weather wasn't all that great. This is a shame, as the route from Cairns to Port Douglas is a very scenic one, yet the grey skies in the photos taken don't allude to this at all. Still, it was great just to get out and about and have some freedom.



View over 4-Mile Beach, Port Douglas. 

We didn't stay long in Port Douglas. The drive was the event, though, not the destination. Besides, we couldn't stay long because we had to get back to Road Runner Autos for the small matter of collecting a mustard yellow 1975 VW Kombi with roadworthy certificate! 

I collected the van just after 3pm and then headed back to Cairns and our hostel to get all the necessary paperwork and then went to Queensland Transport to get our rego. I missed the office opening hours by just one minute, but given that this is a Friday, it means that that one minute will delay us getting the van registered until Monday now. The question is whether we take a risk and drive it now (risking a fine if we get caught) or do the sensible thing and wait until Monday before heading south. We decided to do the sensible thing, even though it means two more days in Cairns twiddling our thumbs.

Jan 17, 2004

Fitting Out The Van
Yesterday the van had its roadworthy certificate and today it was the turn of the cabinet-makers. We had searched around for someone who could make the van habitable during our 'dull days' in Cairns and came up with a guy who could do it for a few hundred quid at short notice - we didn't want to wait another week or more, as many of the other cabinet makers had said we'd have to wait. The plan was simple - one cupboard unit with shelf, and a flat base for a mattress with some storage underneath for our bags. It's not an ingenious design where everything folds away neatly. As much as we'd like to have that, time was the overriding factor, then cost. Nevertheless, there's heaps of space for the bags.



Peter fitting the van out. 

I spent much of the time wandering around checking the progress (and helping too, where needed - not being a total in-yer-face busybody!). Despite being under cover most of the time, I was sweating buckets and when I finally drove the van away I saw a very red face looking back at the mirror.

I spent the rest of the day finding other bits and pieces for the van, like a mattress and curtain fittings and took the van back to Manda at the hostel all ready for the road and looking as homely as a tin can on wheels can!

Shortly after that, I collapsed on the bed in a burnt, red sweaty heap and grunted like a pig during a 15-minute power sleep. Damn, that sun can be fierce.

Jan 19, 2004

Yungaburra Bound
Manda writes:

At midday, we were finally on our way out of Cairns. We'd enjoyed our stay here but three weeks is enough - time to move on and explore more of this big country. We headed south, passing Walsh's pyramid - a mountain where a local race is held every year. Half of it is run on flat ground and the other half, up the mount and all the way back to the start again. At these warm temperatures, you've got to be kidding! 

Our journey took us along the Gillies Highway and through the Tablelands, a beautiful mountainous-rainforest region. The highway has a lot of bends in it (236 in total). All these twists and turns took us high up into the mountains. The contrast of the mountainous-rainforest and areas of low-lying land looked great from here. We really noticed the altitude as our ears popped a few times on the ascent (we'd driven up to almost 800 ft). At this height, it felt a lot cooler with a nice gentle cross-wind blowing in through the windows. Definitely welcomed after the stifling temperatures in Cairns.

Once we'd found a place to stay for the night in Yungaburra, we headed out to explore before it got too dark. Lake Eacham, a volcanic crater lake, was only 5-minutes drive from Yungaburra. The sun was out and a lot of people were swimming in the lake. The lake is an oval shape and trees outline the water, giving it a thick dark green border. Apparently, turtles can be found in this lake, as well as fish that spit water at low-flying insects (the fish shoot them down and eat them) and water dragons (harmless lizards). 

Ian took a dip in the lake, while I went for a short walk in the rainforest. Ian spotted the water-spitting fish, but no turtles. I only spotted a chook in the rainforest. We were told later on that we should have thrown some stones into the water - the turtles are more likely to come up to surface if they think there's food on offer!

In the evening, we joined Francis, the guy from the hostel, on a platypus-spotting mission. Ten of us crammed into his van and we went over to Lake Tineroo - well, what's left of it anyway. The lake is suffering from drought - it is only 20 percent of its usual capacity and is some 13 metres lower than its usual depth. According to Francis, after the Tineroo dam was built, the lake engulfed a village, called Collara. Recently, due to the drought, parts of the old cricket grounds have reappeared from the water. Apparently, the village old boys all met up for a small reunion party and cracked open a few tinnies together on the pitch. I bet they didn't think they'd see it again!

Unfortunately, we didn't see any platypus. Elusive creatures! According to Francis, only 2 percent of Australians have seen a platypus in its natural habitat - we were not going to add to any 'platypus-spotted' statistic today!



View from Heales Lookout, near Yungaburra.

Jan 20, 2004

The Tableland Falls
No platypuses last night and no platypuses this morning - Francis seemed disappointed not to have spotted any of these strange animals twice in a row.

We checked out of the hostel and made for Innisfail. The town of Innisfail is not high on a tourist's list of places to see, but the route there from Yungaburra offers plenty to see, namely the Curtain Fig Tree and the falls circuit. 

The Curtain Fig Tree is just outside of Yungaburra and was formed when one tree effectively strangled the other, pulling it over in the process. Then the host tree died off, leaving just the roots of the parasitic tree. The effect is of a curtain of roots but it takes a while - the tree is over 500 years old.



The Curtain Fig Tree, Yungaburra.

We then stopped at Millaa Millaa Falls, Zillie Falls and Ellinjaa Falls, taking a tonne of photos in the process.



Manda at Millaa Millaa falls.



Ellinjaa Falls.

The drive to Innisfail took us through some moody landscapes - the clouds were scraping along the hills to our side and while it was cool up here, it was also slightly unnerving to hear thunder. Isn't it the case that lightning strikes the highest points? Get me down to Innisfail!

We only stayed in Innisfail long enough to get a few bits and pieces for the van before continuing on to Mission Beach where we found a powered spot for the van for just $13 a night.

Jan 21, 2004

Brokedown in Townsville
Today we continued the slow but steady push south by leaving Mission Beach first thing in the morning. We took a quick look at the beach first but didn't linger - one beach is much the same as another. Or at least that's how we feel at the moment anyway.

We took a brief lunch stop at a place called Cardwell then continued on to Townsville - a place with a name that sounds like it came straight out of Police Squad/Naked Gun. Yes, it sounds dull, and if you ask me it looked it too. In some ways it looked more developed than Cairns and the layout was more sprawling than Cairns' grid-like centre, but it didn't immediately inspire me. We stopped for a while and took a look around the Flinders Mall. The place had a closing-down-sale feel to it. There were no really big department stores and the selection of stores here left a lot to be desired. I asked a local whether there was an HMV or record store nearby and was told that no such thing existed in the centre; we'd have to go to a shopping mall in a suburb to find that. So we did. Almost

Just as we were leaving the town centre for the shopping mall, the van sputtered, gave out a loud bang then lost power. I indicated, pulled over to the left and parked up by the kerb on a main road. I switched off the ignition then checked the engine for any obvious problems. Stepping back in to the van, I turned the key once more. Nothing. We weren't going anywhere.

"Make sure you get breakdown cover," was one of the pieces of advice offered by big bruv Andy. Well, we were going to arrange it. Ironically, I had made a mental note to phone up the RACQ this evening to get cover, but it seems I'd left it too late. Heck, we'd been itching to get away from Cairns and it got pushed to a back-burner. Mistake, methinks.

In the end we had to call out a tow-truck. Thankfully this only cost $40, but we still found ourselves at a camp site right next to the Ross River (just after rainfall when the mozzies come out to play) with nowhere to go. At least we had some power for the fan and we weren't camping out by the side of a busy road for the evening. Things could have been worse - we could have been in the middle of nowhere when the van broke down, out of mobile phone reception or hundreds of kilometres away from any garage, but thankfully we'd been in then middle of one of Queensland's largest towns when it happened. As we sat there, immobile, I decided I should make that call to RACQ and get cover straight away.

Jan 22, 2004

Wheels In Motion
Only a couple of days in to our travels and we're stuck. The van broke down yesterday and the plan for this morning was to get it going, however we could make that happen. My first idea was to ask one of the mechanics in the garage just two minutes' walk up the road. I managed to twist the arm of one of them to come down and have a look but he couldn't really tell what the problem was (didn't bring many tools with him). He said he'd try to get the van towed up to the garage to be looked at but I didn't fancy waiting all day, so I called a mobile auto electrician. Very quickly he diagnosed the fault as being a dead battery and once he'd brought back a replacement it started straight away. But there was another problem - suddenly the indicators were not working. Just our luck, eh? 

The electrician spent a good 45 minutes tracing wires, checking fuses, checking flasher units trying to work ouot why all four indicators were suddenly not working. Then he gave up and suggested we go back to the workshop for one of the old boys to look at - a VW expert. At least we could drive now, though!

We got to the workshop and waited for the older guy to come off his lunch break when the first guy said: "I just had a thought, we didn't check the bulbs, did we ...." The front and back bulbs on one side had gone but because of the simple Kombi electrics they had managed to take out the whole system. Who'd have thought it? Not our auto-electrician, at least.

We'd wasted much of the day waiting to get mobile but once we had our wheels in motion we sought the shopping centre we'd been looking for just prior to the van going bang, then spent the rest of the day and early evening stocking up for the van (food, camping type stuff we still needed). In the evening, we stayed at a park in Rowes Bay (still in Townsville, but not right on the river like we'd done yesterday - a mozzie-free night would be good!).

Jan 23, 2004

Magnetic Island
Today we went across to Magnetic Island. It was named by Captain Cook in 1770 as a result of his ships' compass going all funny. High iron content on the island at the time or just a dodgy compass? Too much booze perhaps? I guess we'll never know.

To be honest, I didn't know what to expect of the island with a name that was giving nothing away. A few travellers that we'd met on the road recommended that we go check it out. 

We took a car-ferry across to the island. Forty minutes and a Cornetto later, we had arrived at Geoffrey Bay in Arcadia town. As soon as we came off the ferry we had a choice of going left or right. With cars queuing up behind us, speeding up our decision-making/guesswork, we took an incisive left. We saw rocky bays on our left as we followed the coast and green scenery with giant granite boulders dotted around. We got as far as Picnic Bay and turned around and drove to the other side of the island - Horseshoe Bay. I was surprised at how quickly it took for us to get from one side to the other - approx. 15 minutes. 



View over Rocky Bay.



The kombi parked up on Magnetic Island near a lookout. 

We stayed in Horseshoe Bay for lunch. There are a few eateries, pubs, hostels and newsagents along a small strip of road. Since it is stinger season, there was an enclosed area for swimmers to swim in.

Magnetic Island is a tranquil place with many bays. It is roughly 52 sq km in size and is dominated by Mount Cook. A few of the bays cannot be reached by road. Some can only be reached by boat or by foot. We wanted to go see Radical Bay but we found the track had too many big holes in - we had to reverse all the way back up! 

Buses run on the island and mokes. A moke is like a tiny kit car - a squashed down jeep with a canopy. They look cool - I'm not sure how comfy they are to ride in, but they were everywhere. 

Being Australia day on Monday, the island was buzzing. We managed to find some accommodation after a few attempts. Many of the good air-con rooms had been taken. A lot of the locals take their holidays here, especially on an extended public holiday weekend, like this weekend. We found a nice hostel on Horseshoe Bay called 'Maggie's Beach House'. A nice place with a good atmosphere.

Each bay has its own character and there is a slight old-fashioned feel to it. According to the guide books, this island has been open to tourists over the past one hundred years - some locals even live here and commute to Townsville every day. What a nice place to live! 

Jan 24, 2004

On The Yongala
In 1911 The SS Yongala sank off Cape Bowling Green, North Australia with the loss of 120 lives. The ship was a luxury vessel and the women in their corsets and big skirts and men in their suits (even in the tropics) would not have been prepared for saving their lives in a cyclone. It has been put forward as Australia's own Titanic disaster. 

With the passage of time, though, we can look at it another way - as perhaps one of the best dive locations in Australia (and some might argue the world). You see, where the Yongala finally submitted to the massive waves there is nothing on the seabed. As a result, the ship is the only thing for miles around and after many years under the water it has become a reef in itself, completely covered in corals of every description and all the marine life congregrates there. This was why I rose at 7am to catch a 3-hour boat ride this morning - to dive the Yongala.



SS Yongala plan. 

I managed two dives on the Yongala. The first dive took place at 11am and was a guided tour. The guide, Kenji, basically pointed out various parts of the boat that you could still make out (after so many years, the finer details have been hidden either by erosion or from being covered with coral); things like dining room stools, a toilet and a bathtub.

We had descended down a line to the stern, and made our way up to the bow, keeping on the side of the deck (the boat sits at a tilt - the port side is at 15 metres depth, while the starboard side rests in the sand at 27 metres). As soon as we reached the bow and got out of the cover of the deck, we could all feel the current immediately. Suddenly this had turned into a drift dive; the only way to stay still was to face into the current and keep kicking your legs. You might be able to hold your position for a while, at least.

With a dive at 27 metres you never get much time - the air you breath is pressured to match the water pressure and so you use more. Consequently, the first dive was over all too soon. As we made a safety decompression stop, we were all hanging on with tight drips on the line as the current tried it's best to sweep us away. I've never felt anything like it, and making our way back to the boat on the surface it was clear that fins were going to be useless - only a strong grip on the line and a good winching technique would do the job!

The second dive was a slightly easier affair. The current had dropped a little and rather than being guided, this time I was in a buddy pair and we could take our time taking in the sights. On both dives I had seen hawksbill and green turtles, sea snakes and so many fish it defied numbering. 





What I noticed on this dive was that so many spaces were filled with fish which, if you only caught from the corner of your eye, you'd think were part of the ship, because they filled the spaces/holds but matched the contours of the boat. It's difficult to describe, really - check it out for yourself if you're not sure what I mean! The highlight of the second dive was spotting a huge eagle ray approaching the ship just as we were about to ascend. I managed to catch a few seconds of video before ascending for the trip back to Magnetic Island.

In the evening we had a mexican meal then came back to the hostel where they were having a 'pussy party'. Yeah, I wondered what that was about too but seeing a few people walking around with cat whiskers on their face and tails sticking out of their trousers/shorts/skirts put paid to any thoughts of impropriety. 

I finished the day by managing to accidentally wipe all the songs off Manda's iPod at the press of a button. Well, it started out as a good day at least ...

Jan 25, 2004

A Diversion to Billabong Sanctuary
Ian and I took the ferry back to the mainland this morning. Once back on dry land, we decided to continue our journey down the coast. Shortly into our journey, we stopped off at the Billabong Animal Sanctuary. It was an unplanned stop but proved to be a great diversion. 

We not only got to see a lot of Australian zoo animals, but even got the opportunity to hold them too. What I liked about this zoo was that we could pick the animals up and take our own photos. No professional photographer meant that we weren't charged over-the-top prices for the privilege. Also, the warden would take the group around the grounds (it was optional to join him), feed the animals and provide more details about these cuties. 

We watched the crocodiles being fed - they are huge creatures. I was surprised at how quickly they jumped out of the water to grab the piece of meat, dangling from the rod. 

Ian and I held a koala, crocodile, snake and wombat. We managed to get some good photos. Even the animals seemed to co-operate and posed along with us.

At first, I wasn't too bothered about holding a snake. I didn't like the idea of holding a slimey reptile but hey, lots of 5 year olds were trying it out and I gave in to peer pressure! I didn't even look too scared in the photo! I did, however, hand the snake back to the warden pretty quickly after the photo had been taken! The lady before me, looked a bit wary of the snake too. To make matters worse, the warden walked off temporarily to collect the wombat when she was holding it. Those extra seconds do not help the squemish, especially when the snake decided to wrap itself around her neck! No strangulation witnessed - the snake was just being friendly.

When it was my turn to hold the wombat, the warden left me with her for a few extra seconds, while he went to collect the next animal in the line-up, the koala bear. The wombat was cute, a bit on the podgy side though. She must have weighed at least 20 kg. I held her like a baby and she looked as though she was dozing off.





The crocodile felt more rubbery than I thought it would. I noticed his mouth was taped up so that he couldn't snap! I wonder if it had done in the past.





Ian adds: Note that these photos are unrepresentative. I didn't only hold the cute furry animals and leave the scaly, scary ones to Manda. Honest. I have the photos if you need proof ;-)

These animals must get so used to being picked up - they are definitely pros and can work that camera angle to their advantage. Models paid in return for some food and shelter!



Ian staring out one of the roos. 

After feeding the kangaroos, we left the zoo late in the afternoon and continued our journey southbound. The sun was a lot less intense and made it easier to travel in. We covered around 110km to Bowen, another coastal town, found a camp site and settled in for the night.

Jan 26, 2004

Australia Day in Airlie 
After a brief drive down from Bowen - during which we stopped for a picture of the Big Mango - we stopped off at Airlie Beach to see what was happening there on Australia Day. 



The Big Mango in Bowen, Queensland. 

Although it's a national holiday, most of the shops were still open, and we ducked from one to another to keep out of the sun (pretty fierce today). I found an Internet café and checked up on the site then spent the next 30 minutes cutting through a whole heap of spam that had appeared on the site in the comments. For some strange reason, the text was all about mathematics (no, I don't understand either) that linked back to all manner of weird web sites that were completely irrelevant to ours.

Spam duly defeated, we had a break for lunch - pizza, yum. As we ate our food, we were entertained by some of the events put on for the special day, or rather I put money ($2) on what toad would hop from the bucket in the centre of a pen to the outer wall first. Yes, they were doing toad racing and I was gambling on winning a bottle of Champagne (I lost, damned number 2).





After losing on the toad racing, we decided to look for somewhere to stay. Although we have the van, it's still very hot to sleep in, even when at a powered site and with a fan on inside. Open windows? Only if you want the mozzies to join you, heh! 

We found a place just off the main road through Airlie but it looked like it might be too expensive (holiday units rather than just a room). In the end, though, it turned out to be cheaper than the room we'd had on Magnetic Island and far bigger. A kitchen area! A fridge! With freezer! A TELEVISION! A toilet that is separate from the shower! And yes, I know that was a lot of exclamation marks! We had exclamation marks in our eyes when we were looking at this place, I can tell you.

We pretty much shut ourselves in that place for much of the afternoon and early evening, me updating stuff for the web site and Manda watching Minority Report on TV.

We stepped out later for a walk down the road and to have a few drinks at a local pub, finishing off with a box of chicken nuggets in McDonalds. Ah, such culture vultures, aren't we?

Jan 27, 2004

Doing the Whitsundays, Kinda
We started the day much as we had finished yesterday - in McDonalds. I was the piggie eating a Maccas breakfast.

We then had a decision to make - do we head on again down south or do we take a look around the Whitsundays? This may seem like a daft question ("Go see the islands!" scream a thousand backpackers in unison) but we'd just come back from an island, we'd seen countless beaches already and had island-hopped in Fiji. As such, we weren't bothered if we missed out here. But then there's that niggling little doubt: what if we missed something good here by speeding on ahead? 

We found a trip that we could do in one day - a two island trip that took us from Airlie Beach to Hamilton Island (the most developed resort island in the South Pacific, so I believe, where everyone drives around on golf buggies, I kid you not) and then on to Whitehaven Beach on Whitsunday Island. For those confused at this stage, the area is Whitsunday, the island group is known as the Whitsundays and the largest isand is Whitsunday Island. That's that cleared up then.



The Whitsunday Island group. 

We really didn't get to see anything much of Hamilton Island other than the harbour, jetty, a few golf buggies and even a high-rise building - so it's difficult to say how good the place is. Whitehaven Beach, on the other hand, is definitely worth a look. The beach is 6 kilometres long and the sand is incredible. It's the whitest, finest sand I've seen and when you walk on it, the dry sand squeeks; the wetter sand that is exposed at low tide (but has dried off somewhat in the baking sun) crunches underfoot with a sound like that of snow being compacted (but without the cold, naturally!).



Whitehaven Beach. 

I had a swim for about 20 minutes in my lovely skin-tight stinger suit (very fetching). If I looked daft, it didn't matter, as everyone else in the water was wearing one. Stepping into the water it's clear why - I counted at least three jelly fish washing about in the surf, each one roughly twice the size of my hands. They don't call this 'stinger season' for laughs.



How do I look? Super? No really, does my bum look big in this?

Jan 28, 2004

Our Van Needs a Name
We've had our VW Kombi for a couple of weeks now and so far it hasn't been named, as my sister has pointed out in a recent comment:

"I have a bone to pick with the pair of you. You have a '72 kombi in a lairy colour, and you still refer to it after 2 weeks as 'the van'..Why doesn't he/she have a name yet. Remember Booble, Slimer, and now Edna ??!!"

We've tried to come up with something. There was Olive ... but it's not really Olive colour. Then there was Colonel Mustard (it really is a mustardy yellow colour with a hint of green - the pictures don't really do it justice). But we can't call it 'The Colonel' - it has to be a female name, right?

So, fancy coming up with a name or two? Add your suggestions in the comments link below. Ideas: perhaps the number plate will inspire you (733 CZQ), or perhaps the bif Fox sticker on the side? Perhaps the colour will inspire something? We're a bit stuck, so now it's over to you - go on, give our van a name!




The Van No Vanna Go
This flamin' van. I tell ya, it's gonna get a good beating with a branch from the nearest tree I can find if it doesn't stop playing us up.

We were all set to depart from Airlie Beach but the van wouldn't start. Starter motor was turning over, but it didn't kick in to life. After several tries, I gave up and phoned the RACQ (rescue service) - no point running the battery down, eh?

The RACQ guy appeared shortly after and explained that there was nothing wrong: "Just turn the key and wait a few moments - the fuel pump needs to get the fuel to the carbs; when the ticking stops, you can start it." With that, he turns the key and the engine starts for him first time. I make my apologies for not knowing the quirks of this old van and he leaves. We get in the van and put our seat belts on, wind the windows down (there's our air con right there) then I turn the key. Nothing. Try again. Nothing. Try agggggggaaaaaaaiiiiiiiiin (that means I left the key turned for a long time, folks). Nothing - except for smoke rising by the steering column and a singeing smell. I stop trying and call RACQ again, hoping that the man can come back before going on to another job, all the time sniffing to be sure that the singeing smell doesn't come back.

Of course, once I have placed a call with the RACQ, the van actually decides to start again, so I phone them up and tell them to cancel the call-out, I'm gonna get going while the going's good!

We drove on through to Mackay where we did some stocking up on more odds and sods then continued on until it started to get dark, pulling over at a van park for the night (in a place called Carmila). I hopped out of the van to fill in the necessary paperwork, then hopped back in and turned the key to find that ... the engine wouldn't start. No worries, the red-faced ("I'm pissed as a newt!" she explained) sheila from the van park soon got us going again: "I'll give you a push, pop it in first with the clutch down ..." and so on. We got a jump-start that saw us to our place for the night, but who knows if it'll start tomorrow? Damn, that battery's brand new, so something strange is happening with this van. Jinxed perhaps?

Jan 29, 2004

Caught Between Rockhampton and a Hot Place
Last night the van had needed a jump start just after a 2-hour drive, so I didn't hold up much hope of it starting this morning, but colour me shocked - she started first time! Maybe I wasn't the only thing shocked - perhaps last nights massive lightning strikes had put some juice back in to the old wagon? Actually, scrub that - if we'd been hit, we might well have known about it. That was one serious thunder storm in the early hours of the morning, as we lay there in a large metal container, next to a tree and directly under power lines, plugged in to the camp site's mains supply.

We continued the push south today, only stopping briefly at a place called Marlborough. It's difficult to know what to expect from any of the towns shown on the giant map of Australia that we have been plotting our progress on. Marlborough was not in the smallest typeface on the map (the only way to ascertain the importance/size of each village, town or, once in a blue moon, city), but it certainly wasn't in bold face CAPS. As we pulled in, we guessed that it was little more than a two-horse town, spotting a pub and a convenience store and then not much else before the road came to an end and we turned around and made for the pub (for a food break, let me assure you). As we came back round Manda spotted a front yard with two horses in it - our suspicions had been confirmed.

The pub didn't serve food, so we had a drink instead and grabbed a bite to eat in the store then jumped back in the van. Turned the key and ...

I noticed that I was parked almost immediately in front of a garage that had an RACQ badge on the front. Way to go! If you're gonna break down, why not do it in front of the only garage in the two-horse town that you find yourself in, and the garage that just happens to RACQ-affiliated, eh? I walked the few yards over to the garage and informed them of the dilemma, that being non-movement of the van. The lady there told me I'd still need to phone the RACQ call centre to log the call-out, which I duly did. Minutes later, their telephone rang, and they could 'send someone out'. It was laughable in a way, particularly as the someone was not there and was on his lunch break. About five minutes later the mechanic - the lady's husband - appeared out of the pub that we'd just come from and diagnosed the problem as a starter motor that was on its way out.

Thankfully, we got going and headed for Rockhampton, and then spent the first hour there pulling in to auto-electricians to see if anyone could look at the van without us booking it in - I even left it running as it was parked on the driveways for fear of it not starting again. There was a danger in doing this, too, as VW Kombis are air-cooled - the engine only gets cooled down effectively when the vehicle is in motion and the air intakes are scooping whatever air they can into the engine bay; leaving it idling after 2 hours of travel in the hot Australian climate is not advised, folks!

We soon gave up on getting the van seen to and decided to get ourselves somewhere to stay for the evening. I parked in a spot that offered a little space in front should we need to bump-start it in the morning.

Jan 31, 2004

A Rum Old Town
We stayed in Rockhampton for a couple of days. Not because there was that much to see, but more because it felt that all we'd been doing was rushing through towns on some mission to get further south. Admittedly, we both wanted to get a bit further away from the extremely humid tropical weather of North Queensland, but it's easy to miss out on some things if you rush.

I mean, had we not stayed in Rockhampton two days, we would have missed ... oh, I dunno, all those wharehouse stores that we'd seen in every other town so far, heh! Seriously, when you hit a new town, it sometimes feels like groundhog day - there's the shopping mall with K-Mart, Coles, Woolworth and The Big W, over there KFC, McDonalds and Hungry Jacks (for non-Aussie readers, HJ is Burger King's name round these parts), the obligatory Bunnings and Super Cheap Auto and so on. Someone got a blueprint and then used it in towns all over Australia, by the looks of things.

And every time we saw these stores, we'd stop and look at the same stock we'd seen in the last town. Truly.

Anyway, I spent yesterday struggling with window-tinting sheets in the car park of Super Cheap Auto. Let me explain how much fun this was ...

The instructions say that you should have a glass cleaner (with no ammonia in) to prep the windows, a clean flat surface to lay the material on, a spray bottle and an absence of wind, dust or anything else that might get on the sheet and generally spoil the adhesive and the rest of your day. I had a bottle of cleaner from a discount store that could have contained anything, no flat surface to cut the material to shape on and occasional gusts of wind and rain (only spitting).

To apply the tinting, you should clean the windows, cut the material to size (allow some overlaps), then place it on a flat surface and peel the backing off in one movement, keeping the sheet taught so as not to cause wrinkles, spray the adhesive side with your spray bottle (a tiny amount of detergent included) and then apply the non-creased sheet to the window in one deft movement.

So, there I was in the car park, sweating buckets but unable to wipe the sweat from my forehead because my hands were about a foot and a half apart holding on to the corners of the backing sheet, having pulled it half way down the 3-foot long sheet for one of the van's side windows; I held the top of the sheet with my mouth and realised that I needed longer arms (or two more arms) to pull the backing right to the bottom. So I bent down until the backing was almost on the floor and tried to use my feet to pull it down the remainder of the distance (remember what I said about avoiding getting dust in there?). This I managed to do, only to see one top corner of the tinting sheet fold back in on itself, and to prise it apart I really needed a couple more hands.

Trust me, only try window tinting if you have the facilities or the patience of a saint. I had neither, and so only managed a few windows before quitting for the day. Ironically, while fitting this stuff - which would hopefully keep us a little more protected from the strong Aussie sunshine - I managed to get very red in the process. The windows didn't look too bad though, all things considered!

Mount Morgan

Leaving Rockhampton, we took a slight detour out west to an old gold-mining town called Mount Morgan. The van performed admirably, starting first time and not complaining about the pretty high climbs that took us to the old town. However, we still hadn't had the starter motor seen to, so we didn't stop in the town at all for fear that we might get stuck in this place (although we are covered, the RACQ only tow 10 km before they start charging, so until that Kombi wins our confidence back, and all that). I did drive-by shootings (in the photographic sense), hopping out of the van to get a snap here, another snap there before making our way back to the relative safety of the Bruce Highway.

Mount Morgan certainly looked like a nice old place and warranted further investigation, but the van's recent crankiness dictated a quick visit.





Old Colonial style buildings in Mount Morgan.

We later saw a sign that intrigued us - "Mystery Craters, 300m right". Once more, we stopped the van but I didn't yet feel brave enough to switch off the ignition. I took a quick look in the adjoining gift shop at a postcard to see whether it was worth risking a non-starting van incident an hour later. The craters looked odd, for sure, and there were supposed to be 30 or so in an area the size of a football pitch, and there is little consensus as to what formed them (Water? Wind errosion? Meteor? Entrepreneurial Queenslander with a digger?). Anyway, I'd seen a postcard, so that'd have to do for now - back on the road!

Our final destination was Bundaberg, home of Bundaberg Rum, a popular blend in Australia (and even more popular in the pre-mixed Bundaberg Rum and Coke cans, it looked to me). As with so many towns we'd passed through, this place didn't get to entice us with its cultural offerings. We just needed a place to stay. 

I finished off the day by once more braving the evils of window tinting. This time I was saved the extreme heat as I decided to throw another obstacle or two in to the mix - doing it at night with only a motion-sensitive security light at my disposal. Every two minutes or so, I'd have to break whatever tricky stage I'd got to to reactivate the security light. The other obstacle was that I was tinting the rear window which flips up to an almost horizontal position when opened, meaning I was trying to apply it to a piece of glass upside down. Another resident in the motel commented as he walked past: "That stuff's a nightmare - I reckon you'd be better off taking that door off and laying it flat on the ground." I couldn't argue with that logic. Besides, I had a mouth full of window tint backing at the time.

Feb 02, 2004

Catching Up with the Noosa
Manda writes:

Today we stopped off at a town called Noosa Heads. It's a lovely picturesque place that has a character of its own. In the same way that Lechlade in the Cotswolds (UK), has its own unique style, this place had a special feel to it. One thing that stood out as soon as we arrived and this was its popularity with tourists. 

On one side, the South Pacific Ocean meets land and there is a beach. Further up the coast, the headlands open up to Noosa River. The river branches off in several places. In the Noosa Waters area, these passages branch out even more - making it look like a mini-Venice. 

We parked the van and went for a stroll. The street running parallel to the beach is lined with souvenir shops, clothes shops, eateries, bars and accommodation. It had an upmarket feel to it - there are actual restaurants and not just cafés; the clothes shops sell mainly surf-style gear and some looked a bit more exclusive (although not quite designer).

This place looked like the kinda place where you'd buy an ice-cream and walk around leisurely. It was tempting as we walked to the beach which was all but one minute away from the main street. In the distance we could see dark clouds looming - it looked like it was going to rain.

Ian and I had already booked some tickets for a ferry cruise along the river. It seemed like a nice way to see Noosa. At 3pm, we boarded the ferry - gone were the blue skies, the sky had turned overcast.

We sat by the window of the ferry, along with another couple. Then an old grumpy-looking lady came over and asked if there was anyone sitting in the gap between Ian and the couple. Those closest to the gap said 'no' and this lady proceeded to squeeze her butt (which incidentally, was twice the size of this gap!) into the small space. At the same time muttering something about having asthma - not sure what this had to do with the price of fish but anyway - once she managed to cram herself in, we sat liked packed sardines. A few seconds later, Ian stood up and gave her the seat. It would have been better if she'd just asked to swap seats. She was old and we would have gladly accommodated. It was obvious that she just wanted a window seat and not the empty ones in the middle. Her son-in-law looked away, looking like he'd been embarrassed by her actions one too many times.

The ferry boat ride was nice - we passed Noosa Sounds, Noosaville, Noosa Harbour, Tewantin and all the way back to Noosa Heads (they like this Noosa name here). The river had lots of moorings for the many boats and yachts. There were opportunities to get off the boat but we decided to stay on, do the circuit and leave. It was now spitting and looking very grey.

The skipper told us that the most expensive houses were in Noosa Sound. Some cost as much as $AUD 4.9 million (roughly £2 million). These houses had there own private mooring and looked plush.

When we disembarked the boat, it was chucking it down. 'Welcome to dry land!', said the skipper sarcastically, looking completely drenched. We ran from the mooring to the Sheriton Hotel and within seconds we were drenched. 

Once back in the van, we continued our journey - Brisbane bound. We passed the giant pineapple along the Bruce Highway. Apparently, you can take a train to the pineapple plantation but since the weather was miserable, we decided to give it a miss. We parked the van up in a caravan site in Caloundra for the night and called it a day.



The Big Pineapple in Queensland.

One other thing to add - we have named the van 'Ethel'. No particular reason other than it sounds like an endearing old dear! Images of Ethel Skinner holding the pug come to mind - EastEnders soap fans will be able to conjure up the same image, no doubt!

[Ian adds: and of course, anyone who watched Eastenders will remember that Ethel might have been a cranky old thing but she kept going and going - I'm hoping that this will stand us in good stead! Of course, she died eventually, but we'll skip that minor detail for now, eh?]

Feb 03, 2004

Brisbane Beckons
We'd been edging nearer and nearer to Brisbane over the last few days and today looked like the day that we'd get finally there - with the drizzly, UK-style rain and grey skies there was little point in sight-seeing, so we bypassed the Glasshouse Mountains and skipped straight past Beerwah, home to Australia Zoo (Steve Irwin's zoo). The driving was a bit treacherous at times - even in this weather the other drivers didn't seem keen to slow down; slow is all I could do in this vehicle!

By the afternoon we'd reached our destination and the weather had improved. After circling the main roads in the centre of Brisbane, we finally found somewhere to park (they really don't seem to want people parking in the centre, judging by the scarcity of parking places and the high prices of those that were there). 

My first mission - collect the rego for Ethel (our newly-named VW Kombi). Because we have no fixed abode we had to provide Queensland Transport with a post office address for the registration documents - and we chose Brisbane's main post office. When I went to collect the document and the sticker for the windscreen, I discovered I had two items of post. What on earth could the other one be? Then I remembered the flash as we passed a police car a couple of weeks ago near Innisfail ...



The speeding fine letter I got that proved our old Ethel was capable of 'hauling ass' occassionally. 

That's $150 dollars I hadn't wanted to spend. And the irony of it is this: normally, I'm the one holding up all the other traffic! On a particularly good day, I might see as many as ten cars or trucks snaking off in the distance in the rear-view mirror, the nearest ones veering in and out as they try to spot their chance to overtake the old van in front of them, namely our Ethel. But she is capable of speeding. Unfortunately.

The old lady has developed another habit that needs seeing to - she smells after a run. Anything over an hour and she'll start knocking out a right pong. To say it smells like rotten eggs is not an exaggeration, it's a real stinkbomb smell. It started after Marlborough and she has been pongy ever since. I've no idea of the cause, but I did put some oil in at around that time. Wrong oil (20W50)? Too much oil? Spilt oil somewhere I shouldn't have? If you have the answer, please let me know - this old lady's becoming an embarrasment to take into public parking areas these days!

Feb 04, 2004

10 Hours to Fill in Brizzie CBD
Manda writes:

Ian and I left Ethel at the campsite and took a bus into the centre today. The car parking fees were expensive yesterday but what could we expect? We were parked right in the middle of the city after all. We paid $AUD 18 (£7.20 approx) for a couple of hours parking - ok, I guess this isn't too bad for city rates but we are supposed to be on a shoe-string budget! 

We decided to make use of the public transport which is extremely good value. For a few quid, we could make unlimited use of the bus and ferry services (except during peak times) . Good value but filling 10 hours is hard work, as we would find out later on! 

First stop was the City Hall. I'd been here before a few years ago with my parents and a tour group. We did a whistle-stop visit of some of the big cities in Australia. I had a great time but this time round we were able to spend more time exploring the place.

Constructed in the 1920's, the City Hall is an attractive historic building that overlooks the sculptures and fountains of King George Square. The square is surrounded by office blocks and is very close to the Queens Street shopping area. On the opposite side of the square, there is a lovely ornate-looking church standing infront of an office block. The contrast is quite marked with the church's red bricks and pointed features against the white, straight-edged uniformity of the tower blocks behind. 



Church by King George Square.

We noticed a group of nursery kids with their teachers in the square. They looked so cute - all wearing their hats, walking over to the grass area like ducklings. This is definitely a hat-wearing country, and they start training them young here; even the high school kids wear wide-brimmed hats (an idea that would send most UK schoolkids into a frenzy).



School outing in King George Square.

We took a ferry trip on the Brisbane River - a good way to see the city and get our bearings. We went upstream to the University of Queensland stop and all the way back down to South Bank, where we finally got off.

South Bank is a great place for taking pictures of the CBD (Central Business District) on the opposite side. As we disembarked the ferry, we could see the Queensland Cultural Centre straight ahead. A metal arbour, shaped like vines, line a pathway to the side of the centre. Beautiful pink flowers wrap themselves around these 'vines', making the outline of the path clearly visable from a distance. We chose to walk down the shady Riverside Walk, in between the pink flowers and the river.



Energex Arbour covered in pink flowers.

There are a lot of bridges on the river. Facing the CBD, we could see the Victoria Bridge on the left and on the right, the Goodwill (pedestrian) bridge and Captain Cook bridge.

Just off the Riverside Walk is the Nepalese Pagoda, imposing its presence in dark-red wood. This area is called the South Bank Parklands and in amongst the greenery is a short rainforest walk. We spotted a few lizards dotted around. They froze as soon as they saw us approaching. It's as if they were trying to camouflage themselves but with their olive skins against a dark brown bridge, this simply was not happening!

Apparently, the South Bank Parklands is as a result of Expo'88. Unlike most venues for international shows, they have not only not been dismantled but more works have been carried out to keep the place fresh and interesting. I could have sworn there wasn't an artificial tropical lagoon looking beach the last time I was here. Or maybe we didn't walk this far. I forget! 

South Bank Beach made for a nice surprise. Ian took a dip in the water while I sat on the sandy bit, guarding all the stuff we seem to lug around! It seemed weird to see a beach here - those in the water could get a good view of the spectacular city skyline as a backdrop. What a lovely way to spend the afternoon!

We caught another ferry further downstream to Eagle Street pier. As we turned the corner around the Botanic Gardens, we could see a cluster of skyscrapers and Storey Bridge in the distance. I remember taking photos of these buildings from a cliff the last time I was here but where were they? We went over to Holman Street and while the photos looked good, this was not the same spot. Looking at the map and the geography further upstream, I managed to deduce that we must have stopped off at Kangaroo Point last time. One for tomorrow then.

We took the ferry back to the CBD, had some lunch, mooched around the shops and found a spot to make use of the free wireless connection in Queen Street Mall. It was only 5pm - darn, still had 2 hours to kill! 

The tourist map came out again as we pondered our next destination. The 'Old Windmill' sounded good so we took a walk across the shopping district and up a hill. Built around 1828, this is Brisbane's oldest building. Was it worth walking up to? Not really but hey, we lost a few lbs in the process! The windmill lacked some important features - like erm, sails. 

Once back at the caravan site, I crashed out almost immediately. Ten hours of sight-seeing finally took its toll!

Feb 05, 2004

The Abseiling Koala of Kangaroo Point
More traipsing around the centre of Brisbane today, much like yesterday. It was just another day in the city, until we spotted the abseiling koala.

It's election time in Queensland and everywhere we'd been in the last couple of weeks had been awash with political party placards. It was getting very near to election day and all the parties were trying to get their message across. The Greens chose to get their message across to the voters, the general public and the Queensland government by abseiling down the cliffs on Kangaroo Point with a giant letter on each person's back, spelling out their plea: "Vote to end land clearing". One of them was wearing a koala suit, just to remind people what the issue is (clearing land for grazing purposes is destroying habitat for koalas, reptiles and flying possums). We arrived just as they were setting up and about to descend down the cliff face, and by the time we had walked down the steps to the path at the foot of the cliff they had spelled out "END LDCLNG". 



The abseilers prepare to spell it out for the news crews below (and us). 

We waited around while the local news crews filmed this extremely slow real-life Scrabble game taking shape. While one of the organisers gave instructions to the abseilers ("C, can you straighten your back up please? N - you need to move a little to the left") the camera crews had their own requests: "Can the koala give us a little dance, wave his arms about or something?"




Manda at Kangaroo Point

We spent the day just making use of our off-peak travel passes, which meant unlimited travel on the ferries or buses until 3:30pm but then we had to wait until 7pm to get a bus back to the caravan park. We immediately took Ethel out for a spin to see the city lights and get some more photos of the CBD by night.





Views of Brisbane CBD by night.

Feb 06, 2004

Taking Us Down to Chinatown
Manda writes:

Ian and I took a trip up to the bell tower of the City Hall this morning. We had wanted to go a few days ago but were told that they were doing some works to it following the recent storm that hit Brisbane. The storm looked pretty strong on the news reports - it had even managed to take off a roof in its path. Luckily, no one was hurt.

We waited for the lift to take us up. A few seconds later, we could hear loud music. Where was it coming from? Were the workmen carrying out odd jobs somewhere else in the building? Then it dawned on us as the music grew louder and lounder. The sound of Cher's 'Strong Enough' was coming from our awaited lift! I could have sworn I heard our lift attendant singing along until this 'mobile disco' stopped and the lift doors opened! It reminded me of a Dom Jolly sketch - where Dom is inside an ice-cream van and someone orders an ice lolly with the name 'disco' in it. The lights inside the van suddenly change to flashing disco lights, loud music is heard blaring out from the speakers and he starts dancing like a mad man!

Our chirpy lift attendant gave us the mandatory info about the tower. Boy, he must be sick of regurgitating the same details every time - and in such a positive manner! Somehow I don't think anything would have dampened this happy bunny's spirits. He stopped the lift temporarily at the clock tower as the bells chimed 10 o'clock. I was expecting them to sound louder but I guess at this level, the bells would have been another 20 metres above. Or maybe Cher's vocals were doing a good job masking the chimes?!

The panoramic scenery from above was nice. We got a clear view of King George Square from 76 metres above. Not bad for a free view of the city from up high.

We pressed the lift button to go down again, wondering which music delight we were going to be greeted with this time. Delta Goodrem's 'Innocent Eyes' - a more sombre choice compared to the last track. I was kinda looking forward to hearing another loud disco track - it just seemed more comical in such traditional surroundings! Talking about music, I keep hearing Dido's 'Life for Rent' everywhere I go. And every time, I can hear someone singing or humming along to it.

We took the ferry to Kangaroo Point and took some great photos of the skyscrapers in the distance. I offered to take some photos for an Asian couple - to my surprise (and probably theirs!), I got blank looks and realised that they couldn't understand a single word I was saying. They no speak da English. I managed to convey my offer in sign language and did my good deed for the day.



Brisbane CBD as viewed from inside the rotunda at Kangaroo Point. 

Next stop was a trip to China Town. This is by far the nicest one I have seen so far. Clean and tidy with plenty of colourful pagodas made for pretty scenery. What made it look even more attractive was the rows or red lanterns blowing in the breeze (from the recent Chinese New Year celebrations). We left with a packet of 'White Rabbit' sweets (one of Ian's favourites!) before catching the bus back to the centre. 



As we waited for our bus back to the campsite, I bought one of those delicious milkshakes from Boost. A popular choice, it would seem, as there are always queues at these bars. Freshly blended fruit smoothies are to die for and worth the 50 cent upgrade to a regular size. We sat in King George Square sipping our drinks, watching the sun go down. 



Brisbane City Hall at dusk. 

Feb 07, 2004

Something for your 'Nads'
Ian writes:

No write-up for the last few days just yet ... so here's a picture of a little something I spotted in Woolworths a while back.



For Sale - Volkswagen VW Kombi camper van (1975), somewhere in Australia!
Feb 08, 2004

The View from Mount Coot-tha
Manda writes: 

Ian spent the morning putting the final pieces of window tinting on Ethel. She may look the part now, but she's still playing up, and so it took another push start to get her going to Mount Coot-tha. We'd seen pictures of the city taken from this place in many of the souvenir books and wanted to go see it for ourselves. Only 7km west of the city, it was clearly sign-posted and easy to find. 

The view of the city from Mount Coot-tha is great - a real vista that takes in the high-rise buildings in the CBD and right out to Moreton Island in the distance. The city is a lot further out than I expected but it is still picturesque and worth seeing all the same. It's at times like these that I wish I'd brought along my SLR camera with the powerful zoom lens but I guess this is not practical for a traveller to lug around! Had to make do with my happy-snapper!



The view of the CBD from Mount Coot-tha. 

Back to the van, key in the ignition - did she start? No, she wouldn't budge a single inch again. Ethel is getting cantankerous in her old age! Ian enlisted the help of a guy and they both pushed whilst I steered her out of the tight parking spot. Half way, the guy just disappeared. Rats deserting a sinking ship, me thinks! My turn to push while Ian tried to start the thing. I was surprised when a lady in her 60s ran over to help and in no time, we were up-and-running again. Girl power!

I've made quite a few acquaintances in the last few days as a result of the old dear needing a good push! Apparently, the starter motor is on its way out (so we've been told by the RACQ guy). This problem has been intermittent since the beginning and we just need to get Ethel to a garage and have the part replaced. Fingers crossed that'll fix it for good. 

Next stop was the Sunday Market on Riverside Walk, Southbank. The market sells mainly clothes and jewellery. We watched a charicature artist at work as he etched his way through a couple of sittings. This guy is good and has an acute eye - at the same time, his art is flattering too. I noticed he left out things like crows feet and the like! At $6.50, it wasn't expensive and Ian wanted to give it a go. Unfortunately, the guy wanted to take a break as he'd been working 3 hours non-stop in the scorching heat. With only a 1 hour parking spot, we could not wait and Ian had to give it a miss.

Duly fed and watered, we went back to the van. Did Ethel start? Nope. Ian disappeared for a while and came back with some help. I was about to help push her with the latest recruit when I saw the catchment - in the form of three tanned burly men. Result (as in for Ethel, that is!)! They weren't going to need my help. She started almost straight away. Ian told me later that these guys were the best candidates as they seemed to want to show off their muscles (none of them were wearing vests) and were keen to impress their girlfriends. Perfect!

We're going to need to get Ethel to a garage soon - can't keep pushing the old dear everywhere we go, that's for sure!

Feb 09, 2004

Ethel Heads for the Sick Bay
After a weekend of problems with Ethel not starting, we took her to a garage today to get it seen to once and for all. Every time we have had a problem we've phoned the RACQ up and they've sent someone out who has given us an opinion and tried to get us going, but the problem is this - we still haven't got to the root of the problem. Why were the electrical problems reoccuring?

Nevertheless, I had to call out the RACQ again - this time not to ask them to get us started but to ask them to send a tow truck. I wanted to ring around a few garages but got stuck waiting behind a German couple who obviously had big problems; 30 minutes later I decided to walk up the road and ask the nearest garage how busy they were. The guy running the place seemed to know what he was talking about and one of the mechanics knew kombis very well, so I settled for this place. So much for the ringing around, eh? So in the end, the tow truck had to take us out of the caravan park, 30 yards up the road, across a busy intersection and straight on to the garage forecourt. It seemed daft towing it such a short distance, but it was the only way we were going to shift Ethel's big old metal butt over there.

At lunch we met up with a guy called Tony whom neither of us had met before but who'd got in contact with us through this site. Sound weird to you? Well, yes and no. Before coming out here I posted to one of my other sites, Accessify, about the trip and said if I'm in your general area and you feel like meeting up, drop me a line. Accessify gets a fair number of visitors and I thought it would be good to have a chinwag with people who also have a passion for web development (and in particular web accessibility). 

Tony was one of these people, and had built various tools such as the CSS Creator site. He had left a comment on this site saying he "couldn't help with the van but if we're in Brisbane he could shout us a beer". He did more than that, buying both of us lunch in one of Brisbane centre's many food courts, excellent! Tony had done the travelling thing before (across Europe and China) and had also worked at a backpackers in Brisbane, so he knew that the offer of a free lunch would be appreciated. And it was!

We left Tony at Adelaide Street and made tentative arrangements to meet up again - no, we weren't after another free lunch, for all you cynics out there. Although if anyone else feels like obliging, hey, who are we to argue ;-) 

We took the customary 'look who we bumped into' photo and then made our way to an Internet Café to carry out the latest batch of updates.



Tony and Ian in Queen Street mall.

No news yet on Ethel's condition, so in the meantime here's a picture of a galah, one of the camp residents (and by that I mean living at the camp site, not that it's camp itself, even if it is wearing pink feathers around the neck).



Ever wondered what a flamin' galah looks like? Wonder no more.

Feb 10, 2004

Back to Mount Coot-tha
I waited for the phone to ring, but no-one called about Ethel's condition. It was mid-day and I hopped on a bus while Manda stayed back at the caravan. I just had a few errands to run, some emails to send, basically nothing much of interest. After my brief trip into the city, I got off the bus and crossed the road to grab a couple of cold drinks from the Mobil service station, the one that has an adjoining garage and a broken-down Ethel on its forecourt. As I came over I noticed that they had made a start on the van so I asked what they'd discovered.

A few mysteries have been resolved. Our electrical fault appears to be due to some heavy-duty metal piping that connects to a cooling grill (not a standard Kombi engine part) that had worked a bit loose and had been banging against the coil, causing electrical shorts, fuses to be blown and also causing merry hell with the alternator. The bad smell that was coming from the van has been identified - the electrical problems were causing a regulator to melt - burning plastic every time we drive, nice! The pipes can easily be insulated to stop the problem arising again, but in the meantime we need the alternator to be rebuilt or replaced and the battery will need another charge, assuming that's still working OK! Maybe we'll get the old girl back tomorrow, along with an unwelcome repair bill. Speaking of unwelcome, I still have that speeding fine to pay. Rats. 

In the evening we met up with our new friend Tony. Yesterday we'd mentioned our visit to Mount Coot-tha and how we'd like to see it at night. Knowing that we were presently without transport, Tony offered to drive us up there. As we got on so well yesterday and that we realised he was not a loony :-), we decided to take him up on the offer. At 7.3o in the evening, we all went up to take in the glittering views of the city stretching out some 7km away in the distance. 



Brisbane at night, viewed from Mount Coot-tha.

We then sat down for some hot chocolates and coffees which, once again, Tony paid for despite our trying to convince him otherwise. It's amazing, two days ago we didn't know him from Adam (actually, I only know one Adam and he lives in Japan, so it was a safe bet that he wasn't Adam ... anyway, I digress) and yet we were made to feel very welcome. Tony was just being a good Samaritan and while it's unlikely that we'll bump into him again (or not for a very long time) we can definitely class him as a friend. Later, as we said our goodbyes, Tony said: "See you on the web!" and indeed he will, but he'll also be seeing himself on there too (see yesterday's post).

And now for the serious, Jerry Springer-style final thought ...

Of course, there is another thing that travellers should be aware of - and we are, I promise you. A complete stranger might not be what they seem, so don't accept hospitality without question and never go off with a total stranger without telling someone first, if you're even slightly unsure. Tony? Not a problem at all - I mean, we knew where he worked, we tell everyone what we're up to (I am referring to this web site, of course) and if he turned out to be an axe murderer there'd be enough clues on my mobile phone and PC to nail him straight away! Not that it would help us much, but you get the idea.

Feb 12, 2004

A Post from a Couple of Slackers
Manda writes:

Not much happened today so I'll keep this one brief! 

Now that Ethel was up and running again, we decided to take her to get a car stereo fitted. Covering all that distance without music isn't ideal - no offense to present company but after a while, it's nice just to listen to some music and give our voices a rest!

Bought some postcards - this one in particular tickled me. 



In our minds, this postcard had several people's names written on it already! We sent one to the Sumerays and one to Del & Heather who have kindly agreed to look after our dogs while we are away. The Sumerays are looking after my chihuahua, 'Siew-Bak' (which means 'little white') or 'Bak-Bak', as he is also known as. Heather and Del are looking afer Scooby, Ian's Jack Russell. We hope the pooches are not turning your houses upside down! Only joking, they're good dogs really.

Feb 13, 2004

You Can 'Wreck-on' on Seeing Dolphins 
Manda writes:

When we drove straight through Hervey Bay, we missed our chance to visit Fraser Island and the Maheno Wreck (a wreck on the beach). So when we saw flyers advertising the Tangalooma Wrecks in Moreton Island, we jumped at the chance. 

Moreton Island, which sits 35 km from Brisbane, was formed by volcanic erruptions and long-shore drift. This island is the third largest sand island in the world (first largest being Fraser Island).

After a 75 minute catamaran journey, we arrived on the island at midday. The Tangalooma Resort is right by the jetty; we had lunch there and then headed straight for the wrecks, an easy 30 minute walk away along the coast. 

There are 15 wrecks in the water - half of them completely submerged and the rest, half-submerged. The most obvious wreck is a sand dredger which still has its dredging buckets intact. This particular vessel dates back to the 1890s and the buckets, which are arranged in a circular chain, were used to scoop sand up to create a shipping channel.



A snorkeller's eye view of the Tangalooma Wrecks.

Snorkelling at the wrecks was lovely. The parts of the wrecks beneath the water were covered in coral, making this a perfect haven for fish. The parts above were covered in rust. I found the experience a bit eerie at first but once I'd reminded myself that these wrecks had been sunk on purpose (to protect the shoreline), the feeling went away. Up until this trip, I had not seen anything but fish, coral, snorkellers and divers under the water. Oh and the odd shoe but I guess this doesn't count!

Ian and I watched the sunset and that was beautiful as this photo tried to capture.




Moreton Island sunset. (desktop wallpaper version available - click on the image above)

At dusk, we went back over to the jetty - time to do some wild dolphin feeding. We were told to get there at 7.15pm - we were surprised that the dolphins were punctual too! Six out of the eight regular dolphins had turned up and were circulating the jetty and beach areas. A briefing was given to explain how to feed the dolphins. You had to hold the tail end of the fish and hold it under the water.

Ian went to the beach first to feed Tinkerbell, while I took some photos from the jetty. From up there I spotted a lady in one of the queues about to walk over to one of the dolphins who didn't look like she wanted to be there. As soon as she got near to the dolphin, she dropped the fish, turned around and sprinted back to the sand, looking terrified. It made the crowd chuckle but I'm sure it wasn't a pleasant experience for her!



Dolphins await their food at Moreton Island. 

Each person was allowed to feed two small fish each - judging by the size of the four queues, these dolphins were not going to starve. Once Ian finished feeding Tinkerbell, it was my turn. I was the last person to feed the dolphins. The keeper gave me six fish to feed Tinkerbell. She took them gently from my hand, making sure she did not nip me by accident in the process. Dolphins are such kind-natured creatures - very cool! 

Apparently, Tinkerbell was the first dolphin to be hand fed at this particular location. Happy with the quantity of fresh fish and the way she was treated, she came back every night for more ... and so did her family and a few select friends. I can just imagine the dialogue : "There's this great place where you can go to get a free feed - no kidding, these humans actually queue up to feed us. Great huh? All we have to do is look cute and eat!". "Well, I'm sold. Let's go!"

We caught the 8.15pm catamaran back. We'd had an excellent day out on the island. Even though we were only 35km away from Brisbane, we felt a lot further out. Sand, sea, palm trees, an abundance of good weather and the perfect sun-set - this was truly paradise! 

Feb 14, 2004

Where Are All the Surfers?
Since leaving Cairns, we've spent very little time at any one spot. Mostly, it's been one night in some nondescript campsite followed by more travel along the tree-lined roads of the Bruce or Pacific Highway. There have been exceptions - two nights on Magnetic Island, A couple of nights in Rockhampton - but Brisbane was a big change to our recent movements. We'd spent 11 nights in the city. Towards the end, we were running out of ideas of things to do, but it wasn't quite as bad as being stuck in Cairns (where we spent 21 days while waiting to get the van, our Ethel). Finally, though, we got underway this morning and continued on our gradual coatline-hugging route down south.

We had a brief stop in Southport, at the northern end of the Gold Coast, but continued straight on through - it looked like a very industrial town and besides, we couldn't find a parking space ;-)

Just a few kilometres down the road is Surfer's Paradise, a misnomer if ever I heard one. I couldn't see anyone out in the water who was on a board of any kind, just a few swimmers and that was it.

The Gold Coast, and in particular Surfer's Paradise, is a very recognisable part of Australia on account of the sheer number of high-rise buildings that constitute the bulk of the area's holiday accommodation. This is one of the most popular destinations for Australians in the southern parts of Queensland and northern New South Wales, and of course is a major stop-off point for backpackers heading north or south along the Gold Coast Highway. What is the attraction? I'm not so sure, apart from the sheer availability of holiday accommodation, it was difficult to see its unique selling point. Perhaps it got more sunshine than anywhere else? Perhaps the surf was really good here after all, and today was the surfers' day off!

We took a walk around the main shopping area of Cavill Avenue, ducking in and out of the sun and I made a lucky purchase in HMV (a DVD I had been after for a while and had not been able to get in any shop since Cairns). I bought some tickets for a show at Conrad Jupiters - a big, brash entertainment complex just south of Surfer's Paradise (Broadbeach) by way of a Valentine's Day present for Manda (I admit, I had failed to get something tangible before then!).



Ian looking at his dodgy hair, Surfer's Paradise. 

We found a place to park up for the night and got ready for the night out. Manda looked stunning - in a nice dress, a scarf/shawl, nice jewellery and so on. Me? I put on a clean shirt and washed my hair before hiding the unruly mess once more under a cap. Talk about beauty and the beast, heh! (I later got asked for ID at the bar on account of the cap; damn, I'm 32 later this month, and they were asking if I was 18 - I'm keeping that sucker glued on from now!).



Manda at Spinners Restaurant, Conrad Jupiters. 

The show we saw was called 'Storm', and I had no idea what to expect; Manda had an idea, as she had been to Conrad Jupiters before while on a whistle-stop tour of Aus and had caught a show there before. It was a full-on program of different styles of dance, amazing scenery changes, acrobatics (trampolinists and such like) with a little bit of singing thrown in. If it doesn't sound like my cup of tea, you'd be right - normally I wouldn't choose to see something like this but once there it's difficult not to enjoy the show and it's good to try something different every now and then.

After the show, which lasted about one and a half hours, we stayed for a late dinner at the complex and spent some time walking around the casino but not having a flutter (I readily admit that I am like a fish out of water in these places, knowing absolutely nothing about any of the gambling opportunities on offer, but I suppose that's not a bad thing in the end.)

Feb 15, 2004

The Rules of Campsites
Ian writes:

We've stayed in quite a few caravan parks and camp sites over the last couple of months, and I've started to notice a few things that seem to suggest that there are some unwritten rules of staying at these places. Unwritten until now, that is.

· Everyone else on site will be better prepared and better equipped than you. It's a fact. No matter what extras you might carry (and we have very few, not even fold-away chairs!), someone a couple of plots down will still have have more. Utensil envy is rife.

· When you first park up, the distance between the power supply and the van's power socket will be precisely 2 inches longer than the inadequate power lead that you own.

· On the hottest evenings, you will be parked next to someone with a very flashy van that is equipped with an air-con unit, and it will be facing you blowing out their hot air and taunting you with its efficient hum.

· You must make a mental comparison with every other van that is the same as yours. (As such, any kombi that is on a site is immediately ranked better/even/worse than ours).

· If kombi envy ensues, it is customary to provide a complete tour of the inside of the van. At this point, further comparisons are made based on age, storage space, mod-cons etc.

· No matter how well you think you have secured the van for the evening, flies and other insects will always find a way to join you and perhaps feed on you.

· It is customary to say morning to complete strangers that you pass on the way to the toilet block. This also applies to complete strangers that you see inside the toilet and shower facilities, but there is a cut-off point at which saying hello to people in the toilet moves from being a cheery 'we're all in this together' morning greeting to something more awkward. It's around 10am. 

· You will never have the exact change for the laundry facilities.

· When you have the right change, you will have run out of washing powder and the reception will be shut.

· You will go to sleep about 2 hours before you normally would in a hotel or your normal environment.

· You will wake about 3 hours before you normally would in a hotel or your normal environment.

· If you cannot sleep, it won't be because of rowdy teenagers, it will be the noisy 60-year-olds over the way who are having a good chin wag, sat on their fold-away chairs and matching sunshade.

· And they always seem to be looking over - or is that just my paranoia?

· Drivers with modern, flashy camper vans will invariably class the backpacker/Kombi/Mitsubishi L300 types as one level above cockroaches on the evolutionary scale. Damn, is that why they keep staring at us?!

· When you are most hungry and least prepared, someone a few plots down will be cooking up a piece of bacon.

· A van with a television is the epitome of luxury.

· When you are parked furthest away from the amenities, this is when you will wake up at 3am needing to use the loo most.

Of course, you might have your own experiences and observations, so go ahead and add them using the comments below. Perhaps it might help give us forewarning of other things to come?

Feb 16, 2004

Byron Bay, Where the Hippies Stay
So, Byron Bay is the place where all the hippies turned up one day in their VW Kombis, decided that they liked the look of the place and made it their home. Or at least that's the impression we had been given before we got to Byron but so often this is little more than folklore. Not so in Byron. Approaching the area, we had noticed a marked increase in the number of Kombis that we passed, each time giving the other driver a wave - it's a custom, and one that I love about owning a Kombi, even if it is for a short while. But damn my arm was going up and down like the Aussie dollar the nearer we got to Byron. 

In Byron Bay you could almost guarantee that if you looked around you, somewhere there would be a Kombi parked up or driving by. That was how it was for us, and as for the hippies, well this Kombi parked overlooking the sea pretty much summed it up:



Hippy Kombi in Byron Bay.

The van also had a name - Daisy - although I suspect that the owners preferred eating the mushrooms that were also painted on the van more than daisies. There was a dog sat in the driving seat, too. No, I hadn't taken drugs either.

As Byron Bay was the first place that we'd stopped having come down from Surfer's Paradise, we found out one of the quirks of crossing the state border between Queensland and New South Wales - we lost an hour. Although we had headed directly south - no easterly or westerly diversions - there is an hour time difference between the two states.

We spent a little while walking around the town before heading off to find somewhere to stay for the night. The hippies may still be in town, but capitalism ruled here, for sure. There was no such thing as a free lunch or a cheap room in Byron - everywhere was charging high prices (or so it seemed to us) and everywhere seemed to be very busy, if not completely full. Eventually we found a site and got ourselves a cabin - a bit of breathing space for one evening, rather than being cooped up in the van.

Feb 17, 2004

The Far East (of Australia)
One of the best known landmarks in Byron Bay is the old lighthouse that dates back to 1901. After a brief breakfast stop in the centre of town we made our way up the steep winding road in Ethel to old blinky where we were treated to some great panoramic views of Byron Bay and its beaches, even with the moody grey skies that threatened rain later in the day.



The lighthouse at Byron Bay.

The headland on which the lighthouse sits is a steep rocky edifice where the sea crashes at its base, with a piece of land that extends out to the east - in fact, to the furthest point on the east coast of Australia (or the mainland, at least). Naturally, we walked there just to say that we'd done it. The question now is whether we'll also get the opportunity to get to Australia's most westerly point. That one will have to wait for a while.



We then left Byron Bay behind to its grey skies and continued south. Only one day in Byron? Well, in all honesty, there's not a huge amount there and it wasn't the cheapest place in Australia. Besides, the hippy thing really wasn't our scene. Earlier in the day I'd perused a notice board on one of the main streets and saw adverts for psychics, palm reading, an alternative festival of some kind and all manner of other things that whispered to me "this is not for you, be gone, great brain-washed traitor from the capitalist worlds beyond ... but can you leave us the keys to the Kombi before you do?".

The next destination would be Coff's Harbour, a town that the Lonely Planet described somewhat unflatteringly as a place that offered little in the way of culture or interest in between the usual high adrenalin type activities, but it seemed like a sensible stop-off point nonetheless. In the meantime, we passed through Ballina where we saw a Big Prawn on the highway. As you do.



The Big Prawn in Ballina. Note the Prawn:Ethel scale.

And then, as if seeing a big prawn wasn't enough excitement for one day ...



We found a camp site in Coff's Harbour and settled for a Big Sleep.

Feb 18, 2004

Coff If You Know What A Muttonbird Is
Manda writes: 

Temperatures are supposed to get cooler the further south we go. We are experiencing something of a heatwave and the locals seem fed up with the heat. In the mid to high 30 (degrees Celcius)'s, this is a good 10 degrees higher than what it would normally be at this time of year. As such, it can be a little tiring racing around day-after-day in the sun, so we took it easy today.

Ian and I sat in the communal lounge area in the caravan park, drinking cold cans of Fanta, watching TV and chatting with another couple who were due to leave Coffs Harbour later that day. They didn't have glowing reports about the place - after a week here, their highlight was being given a clog during a visit to the clog factory; they couldn't wait for the bus to come along and take them to their next destination!

In the early hours of the evening, we went over to the jetty at Coffs Harbour. The harbour was clustered with white yachts, sparkling in the sunlight. There was a peaceful feel to the area. We could hear the sound of the waves crashing softly and occasionally against the harbour. The sky was a lovely yellowy-orange colour as the sun was about to set behind the mountainous area to the west of the town. With this in mind, Ian and I ran over to Muttonbird Island - along a breakwall that joins the harbour to the island - and up a hill. The views from up here of Coffs Harbour looked lovely. The orange sky provided the perfect background for the boats in silhouette.



Coff's Harbour at sunset, as viewed from Muttonbird Island. 

Muttonbird Island is a cute name for an island. This island is where muttonbirds congregrate after migration. They can be found here from August/September time. We didn't spot any as it is not the right season - all we saw was their poop on the pathway! Nice!



Manda on Muttonbird Island. 

Feb 19, 2004

The Path Less Travelled
Since Cairns, we have rarely strayed any great distance from the coast at any time, the biggest diversion being a brief jaunt up to Yungaburra and the Tablelands , just out of Cairns. Partly this is because there is rarely any need to - most of the tourist attractions are along the coast, and most of the more developed towns and cities are within a stone's throw of the water; the other reason for not venturing inland is in case we have any problems with the van and find ourselves either out of phone range or not within easy range of a rescue service. However, today we decided to break the coastal-hugging habit and see something different.

The temperatures are still high on the eastern coastline, so high that cattle are dying where they stand, and so any way that we can cool down is good. Yungaburra and the tablelands had been noticeably cooler due to the elevation (over 800 feet above sea level), and I guessed that the same would be true of Armidale, a town some 200 kilometres inland and 1000 feet above sea level. On the way to Armidale, we stopped briefly at a pretty little town called Dorrigo then continued along the Waterfall Way toward Armidale.

The route is not called Waterfall Way for nothing, and we made a couple of stops along the way taking in Newell Falls (actually impossible to miss, even though it's small, as it's right next to the highway), the impressive Ebor Falls and Wollomombi Falls. Somehow we managed to miss Dangar Falls which were just outside of Dorrigo.



Ebor Falls. 



Wollomombi Gorge. 

We stayed in Armidale for the evening, finding a tourist park at around 6pm. It was still hot, and we figured it would be good to get settled earlier than usual. Once the sun had hid behind the distant mountains, the temperature drop was really noticeable. Finally, Armidale was living up to its promise of offering a cooler climate (one of the postcards in reception read: "Bring a jumper with you in Armidale" and the picture was of a washing line covered in ice hanging from each and every line).

Later we headed back in to the town centre to get a better look at some of the old buildings with a view to tracking them down and snapping some photos tomorrow. It really had been too hot - for us and for the van - to go cruising around town taking photos. We ate in a place called Caz Minio's, recommended in the Lonely Planet ("If you only eat out once in Armidale then ..."), an odd-looking place if you are expecting to see a restaurant. It was more like an old-fashioned shop selling its own home-made pasta and sauces with a couple of chairs and tables thrown in as an afterthought. Still, Armidale is a small place, and there was room for us. And the pasta was delicious too.

PS - When - and if - you brush up against coral that stings, do what the guidebooks say and douse it with vinegar as soon as you can. I had done just that (brushing against the coral) just under a week ago when snorkelling around the Tangalooma wrecks, and immediately felt a burning sensation on the shoulder. I waited to see if I felt nauseous, unwell, but the sensation went away and I assumed all was well. Over the last couple of days I'd noticed a rash on the back of my shoulder and assumed it was eczema, but today the penny dropped - it was precisely where I'd touched that coral (what I now know was 'fire coral' and not really coral at all, but some other living organism that co-habits with the other coral). Time to get some cortisone cream on that rash! NB - no matter how it looks, it doesn't hurt and I'm quite alright! 



Coral rash caused by brushing up against 'fire coral'. 

Feb 20, 2004

Out in the Country 
For fans of country music, our destination today is like a regional Mecca - Tamworth, dubbed the Country Music Capital of Australia.

Frankly I'd rather chew my own arm off than listen to country music, so why did we go there?

In all honesty, consulting the large map we have of Australia we had two choices - either head back toward the coast or head further inland and on to places like Dubbo, Parkes and then come in to Sydney via the back door, so to speak. The latter option would be different from the usual tourist/backpacker route, but it would also mean cutting out more of the coastal towns that we wanted to call in on. So, Tamworth was a compromise - head a little further in, take a look around, then come back on ourselves once more. And look what we saw:



Ethel in front of the Big Golden Guitar, Tamworth [parked directly over the spot that says No Parking,naughty].

Apparently, the golden guitar is some kind of accolade for country music ("Most Innovative Lyrics About A Small Child Being Killed While Playing With Heavy Machinery" and what have you - isn't that what they sing about?). Presumably they're normally a lot smaller than this one.

Our stay in Tamworth didn't last too long - as well as the golden guitar, we took refuge from the heat in a shopping centre and took some photos around the centre of the pretty looking town (while I clicked away, Manda cooked away inside Ethel, as temperatures reached 40 degrees). We then did an about turn and headed back towards the coast, a journey of some 240 kilometres. The sun was still in the sky, and I was a little wary still about driving in this temperature (if you remember, kombis are air-cooled and even the wind up here was warm, if not verging on hot at times, so I wasn't convinced that the air scoops would be cooling the engine down as well as they should).

The drive turned out to be more challengin that I thought. Although roads may appear straight on the map, they are often very twisty-turny, and the stretch from Walcha to Wauchope was very testing. The sun was going down, and we found ourselves in fading light, then pitch dark, driving through mountainous roads, with the signs informing us that the winding road would continue for another 45 kilometres. This was tiring driving, made more dangerous by the possibility of meeting a kangaroo on the road and what appeared to be sheer drops to our left, and I desperately wanted to find somewhere to stop - we weren't going to make it back to the coast tonight! Thankfully we found a place, a 'resort', that had camping places that were 4 kilometres down a dusty track then into a field with very long grass and a million and one flying things that were immediately attracted to my torchlight. It wasn't the best spot, but at least we were safe and sound for the evening. And the view of the stars above was incredible - but only if you wanted to stand outside and brave the insects!



The campsite in the middle of nowhere, as taken the next morning [the campsite was to the right, the dirt track continued for 4kms to reception, then there was another 2kms until the main road]. 

Feb 21, 2004

Heading for Port
Manda writes:

Ian and I packed our stuff away and left the campsite fairly early this moring. We'd found this campsite in Mount Seaview late last night in pitch darkness. In the cold light of day we could see that, apart from the beautiful scenery, there was nothing else around. The campsite consisted of a small amenities block and our neighbour, another caravan. It had somehow seemed more manic the night before, with all those flying creatures stuck to the van window, drawn to our indoor light! 



The campsite in the middle of nowhere [the campsite was to the right, the dirt track continued for 4kms to reception, then there was another 2kms until the main road]. 

We were keen to get Ethel going as soon as possible in case she needed a push start - at least, we'd still have our neighbour to ask for help should we need to (the reception was another 4km away). To our delight, Ethel was back on form. In fact, she has been behaving herself very well recently (touch wood!) and has not let us down. It would appear that her tantrums have finally subsided!

From the valley, we looked up and saw the hills that we'd travelled through the night before. We immediately got a greater appreciation of the steep drop-offs we had driven so closely to in the dark. On hindsight, it was a good idea to stop at this remote location as we would have had another hour's drive to get to the next town. I'm sure this stretch would have taken longer in the dark too - not to mention the possible dangers of kangaroos jumping out, offering themselves as road kill!

We arrived at a place called Port Macquarie at midday. The temperature had risen to around 40 degrees celcius. We found a campsite and just took things easy for the rest of the day. It was too warm to stay inside the van and so we went over to the pool and communal lounge area. We watched 'Finding Nemo' on DVD. What a luxury - watching a film in decent quality, with no ad breaks. Many popular films are shown on Australian terrestrial TV but the downside is the ad breaks - there are lots of them. Furthermore, there doesn't seem to be any clear definition as to when the ads are about to come on and when they have ended; they kind of merge in with the film. The other day I watched 'Mrs Doubtfire' on TV and from start to finish, it took three hours. 

At 6pm, the temperature had not dropped much and remained around 39 degrees. The toiletries in my bag were extremely warm, having been slowly 'cooked' during the day, inside the van. I had to wait for the blob of shampoo to cool down, occasionally blowing at it to try to speed up the process, before applying it to my hair. 

We drove to a fish and chip shop in the town centre for dinner. 'Macquarie Seafoods' had been recommended in the Loney Planet and did not disappoint. Having pondered over a vast choice of calamari, scallops, crab, seafood sticks etc, we settled for some fish and chips, with the odd scallop thrown in too. I haven't had fish and chips since I left the UK. With lemon juice and salt applied liberally, it tasted delicious. It reminded me of home! 

Feb 22, 2004

Nothing Doing Except the Drawing
Ian writes:

We didn't do anything too exciting today, just stayed at the caravan park for another day while the weather decided what it was going to do next. So here's a quick sketch that Manda did while on one of our longer drives the other day. If I'm not mistaken, I'm shirtless and wearing a cap that makes me look like I'd be better suited to shovelling coal into an old steam engine. All in all, though, it's not a bad likeness!



A sketch of Ethel drawn by Manda. 

Continue reading "Nothing Doing Except the Drawing"
Feb 23, 2004

'A Fosters and a tonne of curry, please'
Manda writes:

The heat-wave has finally broken and temperatures have plummeted by almost a half. At 23 degrees Celcius, it is a noticeable and comfortable drop. Definitely a more comfortable temperature for old Ethel anyway!

Ian and I travelled to a twin town called Forster and Tuncurry today. The name sounds more like a restaurant order - 'A Fosters and a tonne of curry, please!' - rather than a name of a place!

The two towns are separated by a long bridge over Wallis Lake. We were told by another couple of travellers that dolphins can be found here. They'd seen no less than fourteen of them swimming around by the jetty. Ian and I were looking forward to spotting some. However, it had started to rain and we didn't have high hopes.

We went over to the breakwall at Forster and then over the bridge to the jetty at Tuncurry but on both occasions, we didn't spot any dolphins. Instead, we saw a group of pelicans huddled together on the sandbars. These birds were huge - I've never seen any as large as these ones. Judging by their size, I came to the conclusion that this lake must be teeming with fish. Looking around, I could see that this may indeed be the case, as I caught sight of a fish and chip shop, fishing boats and a handful of fishermen angling off the side of the jetty.



Pelican preening itself at Tuncurry.

Ian spent the next few minutes flapping his arms to try to provoke the pelican to open its mouth. Not sure why but here is a view of the pelican's tonsils:



A close-up of a pelican's tonsils.

[Ian adds: Not sure why? Well, to get a photo precisely like that one above and hopefully to walk away with both eyes still intact. Mission accomplished!]

We decided to stay in Tuncurry overnight on the off-chance that we'd be able to spot some dolphins at dusk - as we had done in Moreton Island previously. Besides, we were hopeful that the weather may improve with time.

Our second dolphin-spotting mission proved to be more fruitful. It was drizzling but the dolphins still made an appearance, swimming playfully with each other. From the breakwall in Forster we spotted a pod of seven or eight of them in the distance. One of the local fishermen told us that a group of dolphins swam up to the breakwall a few days ago. It would have been good to have seen them up close, but Ian and I were just content that we'd spotted some before heading off for the next town (us, not the dolphins!).

Feb 26, 2004

Back in Sidders CBD
Yesterday we arrived in Sydney to pouring rain. It reminded me of our arrival in Brisbane, which was much the same thing - torrential downpours. It would be nice, after driving through 2-horse towns and miles of plains and wooded areas to see these big cities shimmering in the distance (be careful how you say that last part!), but so far we've been greeted with the sights of the larger cities against grey skies.

We stayed at a place north of Sydney yesterday - in Dural Village, near Pennant Hills. The camp site was nice but transport into the city looked like it might be a bit tricky. The nearest train station was not walking distance, for sure. Besides, I was feeling a bit under the weather and didn't feel like moving anywhere much. We stayed at the site all day listening to the rain hammering on the roof and, for my part, marking with masking tape all the spots in the van where the rain found a way inside - something to fix when it is dry again!

Today we changed campsite. There was nothing inherently wrong with the last one (aside from the distance) but we need to try out each and every one we find to see which is best. In all honesty, Sydney is not that well set up for travellers with their own vehicles: what with land prices being so high, there are no sites in the centre or overlooking any of the beaches - or at least to my knowledge - and so we have to pick from what's available. This means a long journey back and forth every day by bus and train. The irony is that having our own van has, until now, given us freedom to do what we want to but in Sydney it is very much an obstacle. If only we could park in the centre somewhere without getting ticketed/towed away!

The weather improved enough for us to head into the city from our new base in Rockdale, near the airport. A 20-minute walk up and down a hill got us to the train station and we were on our way. We made straight for the centre, getting off at Circular Quay, then hopped straight on to a ferry just to have a look a round, and saw a rainbow arcing over the harbour bridge, perfectly matching the bridge's curves:



Rainbow over Sydney Harbour Bridge.



'The Most Vandalised Sign in Sydney' - You try and find one of these signs, present in every Cityrail train car, that hasn't been adapted as above!

In the evening, I took Ethel out for a spin, the aim to get a bit nearer to the city to see the night lights, but Sydney is a much bigger, more sprawling city than Brisbane (where we last did this) and all I managed to do was get lost in the southern suburbs. We'll have to tray again some other time.

Feb 28, 2004

Anyone for a Game of Table-tennis?
Manda writes: 

Ian and I visited the Chinese Gardens in Darling Harbour today. We have been here before when we came to watch the Olympic Games four years ago. It's nice to know that the gardens are still being maintained and are looking as lovely and tranquil as ever.

Inside this beautiful enclosure, it's difficult to imagine that the gardens are in the heart of the city, surrounded by skyscrapers. The local Chinese community had proposed it to mark Australia's bicentennial, New South Wales government approved it and it was built in collaboration with Guangzhou province in China. Looking around, the Chinese influence is apparent with attention paid to incorporate the numerous pavilions, lotus ponds, coy carp, bamboo, rockery etc.

When you visit the Chinese Garden, you can really fit in with the surroundings by dressing up in traditional imperial costumes and acting the fool (as you do) - and that's precisely what we did. With that in mind, here is a comic strip of the Mysterious Ching Dynasty lantern maid (aka Mischievous Mand) and Dragon claw, monkey foot Emperor (aka Severe Ian).

	1


Mischievous Mand: 'Fancy a game of table tennis?'
	 
	2


Mischievous Mand: 'Hey, I'm pretty good at this game!'

	3


Severe Ian: 'No table tennis games allowed here'
	 
	4


Mischievous Mand: 'I wasn't playing - honest!'

	5


Severe Ian: 'Just don't let me catch ya'
	 
	6


As the killjoy turns his back, Mischievous Mand flies away!


After the visit to the gardens, we went to watch a film at the IMAX theatre. We watched 'Cirque du Soleil' the last time we were here and that was truly excellent. This time we opted for 'Titanic 3D - The Ghosts of the Abyss'. Along with James Cameron (director of the film 'Titanic') in his pod, the audience was transported two and a half miles down to the bottom of the North Atlantic Ocean to where the Titanic lies. 

Two ROVs (Remote controlled vehicles), which are basically two mini cube-shaped robots, filmed the interior of the vessel. Together the ROVs, Jake and Elwood, brought images of the interior which could not be otherwise reached. We got to see, in amongst the tapestry of detail, the grand staircase, steering column, anchor, brass beds, wrought-iron gates, a 4-storey-tall engine and the place where a passenger heard White Star Line owner Bruce Ismay discuss with Captain Smith about arriving to New York ahead of schedule etc. 

With one of the ROVs shining a light through a stained glass window and the other on the other side filming, James Cameron said something along the lines of 'it's amazing to think this is the first time in 90 years that human eyes had seen light streaming in through these windows'.

One thing that was surprising was a glass in a unit of one of the 1st class bedrooms. It was still standing upright and looked undamaged. Most of the crockery had smashed on the way down but this particular glass remained rooted to the spot next to a decanter.

James said that from the point the boat had hit the iceberg to when the Titanic actually sank, people had a couple of hours to decide how they wanted to go: - fighting to the end, stoicly, pure acceptence (no resistence), helping others etc. It made me wonder how I'd react in similar circumstances. I couldn't come to a conclusion but just thinking about it further reinforced how terrifying the situation must have been for the hundreds on board that night.

Towards the end of this 3D film, there was a little rescue mission of its own. Elwood, one of the robots, lost battery power and got stranded in the middle of the ship. The crew had to devise a rescue plan which came down to Jake stabbing Elwood with a fork attached to a rescue line, then turning around and charging for the exit. Both ROVs eventually emerged free. It was strange, but the crew were treating them like other crew members and didn't want to leave them behind in such a remote location. And besides, it gave a great excuse for some more 3D computer graphics [showing their rescue mission] for the Imax audiences!

Feb 29, 2004

Hitting the City on my 8th Birthday
Once again I find myself in Sydney to celebrate my birthday. The last time was on my 30th and this time it's another landmark - my 8th real birthday (or 32nd if you prefer). Yep, check the date and you'll understand what I'm talking about.

Our first stop was the Sunday market at The Rocks, a place where you can pick up all manner of really nice items for your home or gifts for loved ones. Our problem was the same as it is everywhere - we can't really carry this stuff around with us, no matter how good it is, so we just went round touching stuff, cooing occasionally and avoiding the overkeen stallholders' eyes as much as possible.

One place where I'll make an exception is the Mambo shop - any Mambo shop - and there is one in the Rocks, hurrah! Birthday present number one: a new Triple-One T-shirt with the phrase 'Laughter is the best medicine' adaped with an additional 'S' at the beginning, hence the dove of peace in the picture is being killed by a speech bubble that reads 'Ha!'. Maybe I should have just put a picture of it here ...

Up the AMP Tower

We spent the afternoon kicking around the CBD once again. We thought about going up the AMP Tower and then later going for a meal at the ANA Hotel which has great views over the harbour and the bridge. Calling in to the AMP Tower reception, Manda noticed that we could have a meal in the tower's revolving restaurant, so we booked up for 6:30pm - killing two birds with one stone, and all that.

While waiting for our meal, we stopped at a café where I had a hot chocolate that seemed to be telling me something: "No!" 



No what? No drinking the hot choc? No going up the AMP Tower? Good job I'm not superstitious - I drank the hot chocolate, wiped my mouth and headed off for the evening meal. 

The meal in the tower was very good - a buffet deal, all you can eat (and I managed a couple of platefuls of good food) - and the view was ever-changing, if not a little slowly! In between mouthfuls, we looked out over the rooftops trying to identify buildings and main roads from our limited knowledge of the city. Manda had a surprise for me - a Homer (Simpson) T-shirt that she'd snuck out for earlier in the day on the pretext of 'going to the toilet'. The sun set while we ate and the city became dark before our eyes, the neon lights across the CBD flickering into action.

Despite it being my birthday, we didn't have a late night for a couple of reasons. First, the distance to our campsite necessitated catching a bus before too late and secondly I had come down with serious sniffles and sneezes (hot day turned into cold evening and I hadn't brought a jacket/top, d'oh!). So, we made tracks but while we waited for the next bus we walked about in the now deserted Queen Victoria Building (undoubdtedly Sydney's most attractive place to shop).



Me, inside Queen Victoria Building, wearing my Pokeman badge for 8-year-olds!

Once back at the campsite in North Ryde, Manda revealed one more surprise - a packet of sparklers and a birthday cake (a muffin with one candle in!). Manda had intended to pull these out at the Opera House, but we never made it there on account of my turning into the snot monster from hell. So, I lit up the sparklers outside the van while Manda took pictures. 6 sparklers in and it occurred to me that perhaps we shouldn't be using them here, what with the dry weather, the surrounding trees and Australia's predeliction for forest fires - I certainly didn't want to be the cause of tomorrow's news bulletins!



Mar 03, 2004

Sydney's Landmarks
Manda writes:

St Mary's Cathedral is one of those places that we have neglected to visit on our previous two visits to Sydney. We've spotted it from the AMP tower three times and this has always been on our 'places to visit' list. Now that we have more time on our hands, we decided to finally go take a closer look. The cathedral looked beautiful basking in the Sydney sunlight but the sun was also in precisely the worst position for us to get decent photos of the exterior. On the flip side, this worked to our advantage once we were inside - the bright light shone through the stained glass windows and lit up the place, making it easier for us to appreciate the fine craftsmanship. 


Inside St Mary's Cathedral, Sydney.

The Botanic Gardens were exactly how I remembered them, only a lot quieter. The last time we were here in 2000, the Olympic Games were on and the whole city was buzzing. We took a walk all the way to the Sydney Opera House. Again, this brought back memories of the Games and how we stood crammed like sardines, trying to catch a glimpse of Pat Rafter or Olivia Newton-John running with the Olympic torch. It was definitely more tranquil on this occasion. That's not to say that it was quiet. Sydney's best-known landmarks always attract the tourists but the Olympics Games were a different matter and the city saw a multitude of visitors descend upon it. 

Sydney Opera House and Sydney Harbour Bridge looked just as spectacular as they did the last few times we've seen them. The wow factor never seems to go away! To get a better view of the CBD, we took a ferry ride over to North Sydney and all the way back to Circular Quay again. It was surprisingly quiet but then again, we were travelling outside of commuter time. The other passengers looked like locals and didn't seem phased by yet more tourists (i.e.us) taking photos of the famous landmarks. It was a fairly long boat trip and we got the photos we wanted within ten minutes of departure, but sometimes you have to go that bit further to achieve the perfect photo! Hey, we weren't in any hurry anyway!



Sydney Opera House, what else?



Manda standing in front of Sydney Harbour Bridge, as if you couldn't guess!

Mar 06, 2004

The Pink Parade Down Under
The rain came down, and continued to come down all day but it failed to spoil the atmosphere for those people parading up Oxford Street in high heels and spangly pink dresses - the men, that is. Yep, this evening marked the culmination of the annual Gay and Lesbian Festival in Sydney with the traditional parade. 



Men in pink tops and white fluffy ballerina skirts - it has to be Sydney's Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras Parade. 

It wasn't quite the success of previous years: reports suggested that numbers of people watching along the streets was about half the normal amount (you can blame the rain for that) and the number of those 'performing' was about a third down from the heyday years of 2000-2002. Two years ago the organisers went into liquidation and the new organisers of the parade (imagintively titled The New Mardi Gras) have had difficulty securing corporate sponsors as they had in previous years. This was not helped by one advertiser, the brewers Coopers, running adverts all along the parade route wishing people a Happy Mardi Gras (the strapline: "Bottoms Up!"), a move that caused the organisers to accuse Coopers of 'hijacking' the event without putting in any money.

We managed to find a half-decent spot on the corner of Oxford Street and just up from Darlinghurst Road which was only partially/ocassionally obscured by other people's umbrellas, but after 45 minutes of watching the Dykes on Bikes and numerous political statements wrapped up in pink sequins we made our way back to the camp site (no pun intended). Despite having an umbrella ourselves, we still got completely soaked from the run-off of other people's umbrellas standing next to us.

A very wet night, but I was glad we made the effort to go along nonetheless rather than sitting in the van watching it on our tiny black and white portable television. After all, what's a gay parade without a bit of colour?

Mar 13, 2004

Dr Doolittle, He Blogs to the Animals


When I blog, all the animals pay heed. Or something like that.

Mar 21, 2004

Going Underground
Ian writes:

Ian and I took a trip to Jenolan Caves today. We'd been here before in 2000 and on that occasion we visited the Chifley and Orient caves. With no less than 11 caves, we were easily able to select ones we had not seen before. This time we opted for the Lucas cave and the Imperial & Diamond caves. Lucas cave was given a 'harder' rating as it included 1000 steps. Having walked 16 km through Samaria Gorge (Crete) at 39 degrees Celcius on a previous holiday, this was not too daunting! 

The Lucas cave tour proved to be popular. All 60 of us funnelled into the narrow corridors, staring in awe at the stalactite, stalagmite, shawl and column formations. Some of the formations looked orangy/peachy and this, we were told, was as a result of iron particles in the ground. We spotted the broken column - broken over the years as a result of ground movements. This cave contains the highest and largest chambers in Jenolan. We saw the cathedral chamber and the acoustics here were magnified. Wedding ceremonies have taken place here. Choirs and bands have also booked this venue in the past. How they manage to lug all that heavy equipment through the narrow passageways and climb the numerous steps is mind-boggling.



'Nellies Grotto', Imperial Cave.



Climbing through the caves.

We were told by the guide how early travellers in the Victorian era had visited these caves. In those days the caves did not have electricity and tourists had to carry candles in their mouths. They often had to slide down steep pathways dotted with boulders. Sometimes beards would catch on fire! That must have smelt bad; a full-on Victorian beard a-flame. But what was worse was that by patting out the flame, the burn victim would then become a fall victim as he let go of his guide rope and slid to the hard floor below, lit only by a singed beard. These early tourists could not use cameras to record what they saw, nor could they buy a nik nak from the gift shop. Instead, they were encouraged to throw rocks at the ceiling causing the stalactites to become lose and fall to the ground so they could keep them as a souvenirs. They were even encouraged to sign their name on the ceiling in one place, which we could clearly see. This kind of souvenir hunting came to an end many years ago with laws in place to protect the caves.

The guide at the Imperial & Diamond caves told us about a guy called Ridley who had accidentally fallen down a drop of around 20 feet, on hard rock and discovered this chamber. He fortunately survived the fall and the path was consequently named 'Ridley's shortcut'. The Imperial chamber has a wide range of formations. Unlike the Lucas cave, there were more sparkly-looking stalactites and this effect, we were told, was as a result of evaporation.

The Imperial and Diamond caves were definitely less strenuous to walk through than the Lucas cave. However, it seemed more slippery. It had been raining all day and some of the rain water had been trickling through to the caves. Ian and I managed to slip on the pathways. Ian even managed to bang his head on one of the low ceilings as he'd been wearing a baseball cap inside (and consequently couldn't entirely see where he was going!). It was quite a loud thud but apart from seeing a few stars, he was ok.



'Shawls', as they are known, lining the underside of a rock inside Imperial Cave. 

The Imperial cave included such gems as the crystal city, Nellies Grotto, the underground blue river and the helictite formations (curly noodle shaped bits that clung onto stalactites). Apparently, lots of theories have been proposed as to why helictites exist but no one knows for sure why they do. The Diamond cave is where we saw white crystal formations. The 'Gem of the West' and the queen's jewels looked stunning. 



The underground river, beneath Imperial Cave, with its perfectly clean, crystal-clear water. 

We walked uphill back to the carpark and stopped off at Carlotta's arch to take a few photos. Through the archway we could see the blue river and the numerous trees at ground level. The archway framed the scenery like a portrait picture. All that walking was tiring stuff but even this last uphill stint was worthwhile.

Mar 22, 2004

Seeing Blue, Up In The Mountains
Talk about déja vu. Yesterday, we were at the Jenolan Caves, just like we had been 4 years ago, and today we were re-tracing our steps (or tyre-tracks) around the various villages in the Blue Mountains area. But then, the Blue Mountains warrants a second visit and not necessarily as far apart as we had done.

Our first visit was Govett's Leap, a fantastic lookout in Blackheath over the Grose valley. Does that mean 'big valley', as in the German for the word 'big'? Unlikely, but it seems fitting, as looking over the valley you realise just how vast the opening is before you and how inconsequential you are perched on the lookout. A spec, no more.



View over the Grose Valley from Govett's Leap lookout.

If you imagine that the Great Western Highway is the backbone that runs along the high lands of the Blue Mountains, then the sight-seeing opportunities are the lookouts that you'll find at the ends of the 'ribs'. Moving along the highway, you can take small diversions left and right for views over the different valleys. Moving on from Govett's leap, we headed back up toward the highway, then crossed straight over (down the opposite rib, if you like) over to Shipley Plateau. Here was another test for Ethel (or old kombi van) as we moved off of sealed roads on to dirt tracks. Sticking to second gear all the way, I navigated our way around the pot-holes and other undulations in the 'road' that would cause the van and all its contents to shake crazily to the next lookout: Hargraves Lookout.



Ethel makes her way along the dirt track on Shipley Plateau (But where's the driver?).



Ian overlooking the Kanimbla Valley from Shipley Plateau.

And that's pretty much what we continued to do for the rest of the day, stopping off at every lookout over valleys of eucalyptus trees bordered by rocky plateaux. And while I mention eucalyptus trees, it's worth pointing out that it's these trees that give the area its name - the blue haze is what the eucalyptus trees exude in their hundreds and thousands.

For lunch we spoiled ourselves with tea and scones on the balcony of the Hydro Majestic, a proper posh, and very old, hotel that hangs precariously over the edge of the Megalong Valley. Actually, a cup of tea was about all we'd manage to afford here, but it got us our balcony pass.



A poster advertising the Hydro Majestic from days past.

As well as all the lookouts over the valleys, there are plenty of waterfalls or cascades around the area, including the small but pretty cascades at Leura. We took a walk down alongside the water's edge, snapping away on the camera, then continued out to yet another lookout. Some people might get bored of this, but not us - each lookout has its own character, no matter if its still essentially a view of trees, and lots of them, stretching into the distance.



Manda at Leura Cascades. 

Before the light faded we visited Gordon Falls and took in the wide ranging views at Sublime Point, then took a look around Leura village, a small but pretty village with flower boxes lining the main shopping street. After that we went back to Katoomba to find somewhere to eat before heading back to Blackheath caravan park where we could once more recharge the camera batteries ready for another day's frenetic photo-taking.



Spotted in Leura outside a clothes shop: a 'Seat for Bored Husbands'.

Mar 23, 2004

Taking the High Road, Blue Mountains
Manda writes:

Ian and I took a stroll down towards the Minni Haha Falls. We didn't actually reach the waterfall in the end. We were just happy to take a walk further into Grose Valley. What caught our attention immediately was how dry the trees looked. Bark looked like it had been ripped from the trees and was just hanging on by a thread. Walking further into the valley, we could see a wide area of burnt trees - all the trees had turned to charcoal. No doubt as a result of the most recent bush fires that took place a year and a half ago. 



Burnt trees show effects of previous bush fires. 

We took a trip down to Wentworth Falls next. The last time we were here, there were news reports on the TV about a British tourist falling to his death from the top of the cliffs. Looking down to the bottom of the falls made me shudder and I moved away from the barrier's edge. The Wentworth Falls themselves looked lovely. We could see people trekking across to the top of the falls and some had reached down to the bottom. It was tempting to join them but we thought the best views would be where we were - right opposite the top of the falls.



Manda and Ian at Wentworth Falls. 

We met an elderly couple on the steps back up to the car park who had stopped to take a breather. "Glad you are finding this tough too!" they exclaimed after I commented on how it was not as easy as the journey down. This is the thing about Blue Mountains, the best views often require some effort but the results are definitely rewarding.

Having visited most of the lookouts yesterday, we found we had covered most of the sights along the Great Western Highway. The guidebooks had recommended that if we had our own vehicle, it be worth driving along the Bell's Line of Road. It meant double backing on ourselves somewhat but it was worth the trip. The scenic views from this road were more impressive than the usual route in to the Blue Mountains (that being the Great Western Highway), although there didn't appear to be any obvious lookout points where we could stop along the way. Presumably, this is because not as many tourists take 'the high road' as we had.

From this road we drove up to Mount Wilson and Mount Tomah. The temperatures here were cooler than elsewhere in the Blue Mountains, and the vegetation looked a lighter shade of green - we even saw ferns competing with the ever-present eucalypts. After driving for most of the afternoon, we decided to stop off and stretch our legs at Mount Tomah Botanic Gardens. 

The gardens cover part of a mountainside and from the top we could see the rock garden in the foreground and vast mountain ranges in the background. This view in itself was worth the entry fee. The gardens have a wide range of well-kept flora and fauna. The highlights for me were the rock gardens, plant explorer's walk and formal gardens. 

On the road to Richmond (via Bilpin and Kurrajong), we could see many apple orchards and fruit farms by the roadside. Every now and then, we'd pass signs advertising fresh fruit and preserves. However, try to find a café open, or any other kind of non-fruit based eatery, and we were completely out of luck! It's apples or nothin' in these here parts!

We arrived back at Katoomba after dark and decided to pop over to Echo Point to get some night-time photos of The Three Sisters. As you can see, the floodlights were very powerful and the sisters were clearly visible amongst pitch darkness. 



Three Sisters at Night, Katoomba. 

Mar 29, 2004

High in the Southern Hemisphere
We arrived in New Zealand on Saturday night. Just over two and a bit hours away from Sydney and our globe-trotting adventures could continue.

Although we had booked the tickets just a matter of a few days ago, we found ourselves in the fortunate position of not only securing a lift from the airport but also accommodation, both of these courtesy of a man named Ted. We met Ted and Barbara on a previous holiday in Turkey, and as ever we kept a diary of the trip. The Turkey group were a great bunch, and some had said that we should stay in touch (I always try to anyway), adding that "if you're ever over in this part of the world do call in ...". Ted and Barbara were one such couple, and just one day after emailing them to say that we'd be over to NZ, I got a call from Barbara saying that Ted would be waiting for us at arrivals and we'd have somewhere to stay for the night - how could we argue with that?

Yesterday we spent at the house just chilling out, playing with the neighbour's cat, Zorro, who seems to have taken up residence with Ted and Barbara (from here on in referred to as T&B!). Like grandchildren whom you can hand back to the parents at the end of the day/weekend, T&B get the best deal here - the cat comes around, plays, has a fuss made of him but doesn't need to be fed by them and when there are vet bills to take care of, well, that's the owner's responsibility. Strangely, I warmed to this cat (yep, I'm a dog person through and through) because he didn't feel the need every 5 seconds to get his claws out and shred my feet and was happily playing with a ball (a rolled up piece of paper, we improvised) as if he were a dog. 



Zorro the cat.

We also spent much of Sunday discussing what we would be doing over the coming days but not really coming up with any hard-and-fast plans. Sometimes it's good just to relax. And drink more coffee. Oh, and is that a lemon cake I see before me? Yes, I'll give that a go. And carrot cake too, you say? And so on ...

Into Auckland CBD and up the Sky Tower

We made it into the city today, though. Ted kindly dropped us right in the centre saying that he had a few things to do. As we got out I asked what he had to do, expecting that these tasks involved going somewhere or picking something up (this was how he justified dropping us in), but he responded: "Oh, I've gotta make a few calls, do some paperwork." He didn't need to go anywhere near town, so it was very kind of him to take us in.



Sign seen on Victoria Street outside a bar.

Truth be known, there is not an awful lot to do in the centre of Auckland, other than visit the Sky Tower or do a bit of shopping. And that's essentially all we did.



Auckland's stupendously tall Sky Tower.

Sky Tower was completed in 1997 and is very much the city's icon, just as Paris, Seattle, Toronto have their own iconic towers. We took the incredibly fast elevators up to the 51st floor - although there are not 51 floors as such, that's just an indication of height - where the main observation level sits 186 metres above the ground. We were lucky with the weather - clear blue skies with just a few whispy clouds ensured clear views for miles all around, and we spent much of the time trying to identify some of Auckland's landmarks. This was no easy task, as we knew so little about the city!

From the main observation level you can spend as long as you like taking in the views, looking at the various video clips that show how the tower was built, take control of cameras mounted on the outside of the tower and zoom in on unsuspecting shoppers below who happen to be picking their nose for all to see, or you could just throw yourself off the building for fun. If falling 192 metres down to the streets below attached to a descender fan is your idea of fun (and if you have $NZ195 to burn for the 16 seconds that it'll take you to reach the bottom), the SkyJump could well be your thing. We both skipped on that one, but enjoyed watching others making their way over the ledge and down below at 75 kmh.



This place is not for those with a fear of heights. Dotted around the circumference of the tower are various areas of glass flooring. A sign next to them assures that the glass is as strong as concrete - all very good, considering that below that glass is 186 metres of nothing before you reach terra firma. It was entertaining to watch some people walk gingerly around them, clinging on to the hand-rails for dear life, as if the floor might give way at any second and ruin an otherwise perfectly good holiday for the family.



Manda's foot on a glass floor panel in Sky Tower, 186 metres above the streets below.

We then paid a further $NZ3 each to go up to the 60th floor (220m), otherwise known as the Sky Deck. Essentially, it's a smaller viewing area with fewer seams between the window panes, but the view across the city is hardly any different. If you were feeling adventurous, you could go higher still - the 'Vertigo' ticket ($NZ145) lets you climb inside the antenna mast right up to 270 metres, after which you make your way back outside on to the crow's nest and on to the highest platform in the southern hemisphere.



Insert some 'I'm the king of the world' type caption here. Actually, scrub that idea, it's a crap one.

Underneath the Sky Tower is one of the best travel information centres I'd seen in a long time, and I managed to stuff my bag full of leaflets promising all sorts of interesting adventures, but none of them nearby. Like I mentioned, there's not much to do/see in the centre, so we did a little bit of shopping (nothing remotely interesting) then walked along Queen Street toward the ferry terminal, and from there it was back to Half Moon Bay, then by bus back to T&B's place on the Bucklands Beach peninsula.

Ted was knocking up a roast dinner, something we'd not had in a while. To say it was welcome would be an understatement (adventurous cooking for us travelling campers involves washing the tin billy between 'dishes' cooked on the portable stove!). However, he looked disappointed when we both passed on the apple pie for dessert. Realising that he couldn't manage the whole 10" diameter pie by himself, Ted reluctantly put the pie back in the freezer, biding his time until such a time as his house guests succumbed.

Mar 30, 2004

Devonport and Kelly's Dream
So, you know what I was saying before about how kind Ted and Barbara (T&B) had been in putting us up and feeding us? Well, I didn't mention the car ...

We arrived in Auckland not having arranged any transport yet, be that a country-wide bus pass or rental car/camper van. But today we were zipping around the town in a little Japanese car that T&B were happy for us to use. After driving a clunky old VW Kombi with crunchy gears around for the last few months, this little automatic car was like a dream come true. Power steering! Wow, I'd almost forgotten what it was like to live in the industrialised world, heh!

Devonport

Given our freedom of movement, we avoided buses and ferries and drove across from Bucklands Beach straight past the city centre and beyond to the north shore, then back down towards a place called Devonport.



The Esplanade Hotel in Devonport. 

Devonport was one of the earliest European settlements in NZ and still has a Victorian look and feel to it. Around the centre, the gardens are immaculately kept and the views back on to the city skyline are second to none. If we thought the view from sea-level (at Devonport Wharf) was good, it was nothing compared to the views from nearby Mt Victoria and North Head.



View of Auckland from North Head.

Both Mt Victoria and North Head are hills (or mounts ... I'm not sure when a hill becomes a mount, and a mount becomes a mountain) that are covered with grass but underneath they are actually dormant volcanos. In fact, much of Auckland is like this - there are some 40 or so of these pimples across Auckland, and we could see many of these from the top of Victoria and North Head.



Mt Victoria, viewed from the top of North Head.

On the top of North Head there are a couple of circular concreted holes, which I'm led to believe used to house guns. Devonport has a long naval connection and North Head used to play a role in Auckland's defence, and there are also supposed to be tunnels underneath the surface, but I was not able to verify this for myself. Now, though, it's just a big green hill overlooking the bay for tourists to drive up.

Yet Another Aquarium

You'd think that seeing one aquarium a year - or even every few years - would be enough, wouldn't you? This afternoon we visited our third in just under 4 months of traveling, a place called Kelly Tarlton's. The aquarium is named after its founder, a New Zealander who was a renowned diver and conservationist. Tarlton came up with the idea of using some old stormwater holding tanks to create an aquarium that you can walk through and underneath. Actually, you needn't walk, as the tunnels have moving footpaths. If this all sounds familiar, that's because it's now the model for most of the big aquariums around the world, but this was the first. The irony of it - or rather the sad part of the story - is that Kelly Tarlton died just one week before his dream aquarium opened to the public.

However, we didn't really go there for the fish or sharks, we were there for the penguins! There is an antarctic feature there that includes a recreation of Scott's base (we walked straight through, past the hordes of schoolchildren who were on some kind of fact-finding assignment) and a ride in a snowcat through the freezing penguin enclosure. We went through the penguin part twice, watching them waddle around and swimming in groups, occasionally launching themselves out of the water just for fun.



What are you looking at?

We were quite lucky with the aquarium part too, as we were there at the right hour for the shark feeding (which only happens twice a week). A diver made sure that the sharks didn't resort to instinctive hunting behaviour by offering easy food - headless herrings - to the sharks, eagle rays and any other fish that wanted a feed. The funniest thing was watching the eagle rays trying to swallow the fish. The diver would place the fish in front of the ray, underneath their 'nose' (if that's what they have) and the ray would then try to catch the fish. This is easier said than done, though when you have eyes on the top of your body and a mouth underneath your body, and you can't see what you are eating at all. Sometimes these rays struggled, and manouevring the fish into the mouth was not easy without a pair of hands. Essentially, once it was in the immediate area of the mouth, the rays looked like they simply hoovered it down!

Our day was not quite done yet. Before heading back to base, we stopped at a place called Mt Eden. Much like those we'd seen this morning, Mt Eden offers great views of the city, but is much higher and in the centre is a very obvious crater that points to an eruption many many years ago. We were in no immediate danger here! It was a peculiar sight, to be staring into a grassy volcano crater and there, just a couple of miles away, in clear view over the volcano's caldera, was the city centre. This is New Zealand for you, folks!



Mt Eden: view of the crater with Auckland CBD in the background. 
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Auckland Museum and Maori for Beginners
Manda writes:

Barbara and Ted suggested the Auckland War Memorial Museum as one of the places worth visiting in the city, so today we decided to take a trip over there to see what it was all about.

The building looks modern inside, as if it had been recently refurbished. On the ground floor there is an extensive collection of Maori and Pacific Islands exhibits. This included weaponry, clothing, carved wooden sculptures and buildings and even a 25m long Maori war canoe. The detail of the carving is intricate and it must have taken them ages to do.

The first floor is dedicated to 'Natural world'. Here we saw skeletons of the whale, dinosaurs, birds etc. I got the impression that this floor was mainly aimed at children with many interactive things to keep them interested and occupied.

The second floor concentrates on New Zealanders at war. Exhibits include tornados, fighter jets, bombs etc with audio war broadcasts playing in the background to set the scene. It was interesting to read a board filled with cards from visitors of the museum who also had been prisoners of war during the 2nd world war. This brought back memories of the war diaries written by Australian and New Zealand soldiers that I'd read in a war museum in Anzac, Turkey.

The highlight for me was the Maori performance by Manaia, a group of young Maori dancers celebrating the culture and customs through song and dance. It provided a good introduction to the Maori culture. 



Manaia: traditional Maori song, rituals and, of course, the haka. 

Before we went in, we were advised not to smile or laugh during the performance of Haka, a type of war dance, as it would show a sign of disrespect. We all sat there looking serious as the males performed the Haka. After the second less formal dance, one of the performers said that it was, "Ok to clap now", "OK to laugh now". He was greeted with claps and laughs as a now happy audience were content that they could express gratitude to the performers. The show took on a more informal feel from that point onwards.

Some of the music, foot stamping and chest smacking sounded very loud and so children were advised not to sit right at the front in case they got scared. Those brave enough to grace the front seats occasionally got a fright as the dancers thrust wooden staffs in their direction. 

One thing was apparent and this was the level of co-ordination these performers had. This was displayed as the performers threw batons at each other that they had to catch, otherwise the guitar player had to do fifty press-ups for each one that fell to the ground. The task grew increasingly difficult as more batons were introduced. One eventually fell to the ground but as a result of deliberate mischief, we later found out from one of the performers. They like stitching each other up! Somehow the guitar player got away Scott-free and didn't have to do any press-ups!



One Tree Hill (yes, we know that's not a tree on the top).

On the way back, we stopped off at the One Tree Hill lookout. Lovely 360-degree panoramic views of the city could be seen from this point. There was an obelisk on this otherwise bald hill. What was confusing was that we saw two tree stumps, yet the place was called One Tree hill. We later found out from Ted and Barbara that a tree had stood here until 1876. It was later replaced by a pine tree, which was braced with cables after a Maori protester attempted to chainsaw it down in 1999 as a retribution for the felling of the original one. The council subsequently removed the damaged tree. Glad that's been cleared up - the mystery not the tree!

In the evening, we took Ted and Barbara out for a meal. We went to a nice restaurant called Riva, on Mission Bay. The meal and company were superb - as were the fire jugglers across the road who were practising on the grass and putting on a show for all the waterfront diners.



Ted, Barbara, Manda and Ian, at Café Riva on Mission Bay.
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Dolphin-spotting in The Bay Of Islands
Manda writes:

Ian and I took a catamaran trip to the Bay of Islands today. The sky was blue and the water looked like a mirror as the sun shone on to the still waters. As the name suggests, this bay is filled with islands - some significant, some just mere rocks poking out of the surface of the water.

Twenty minutes into the journey, the skipper announced that one of the local fishermen had spotted some dolphins in Oke Bay and had radioed this information through. Fifteen minutes later we arrived at the bay and watched another tourist boat leaving the vicinity. We were told that we could swim with the dolphins if they did not have a calf or juvenile with them (this is because the mother can get overly protective with her young). I looked over at the other boat and could see that the passengers had dry hair - perhaps we were not in luck after all. Before I could ponder any further, the skipper confirmed that he'd spotted a juvenile in the pod and that we were not going to be swimming with them on this occasion.

As we arrived, I could see 25 to 30 dolphins swimming together. It was a fantastic sight, as I have not seen so many at one time. Some of them were showing off by propelling themselves in to the air and landing with a huge splash. Some were happy just to do small semi circles in and out of the water. Others swam close to the boat, occasionally breaking the surface to blow water out of their blowholes. These dolphins seemed as intrigued by us as we were of them. They swam playfully by the boat, eager to keep our attention.



The dolphin pod - about 30 in total. 

As the boat left the bay, they came swimming as fast as they could to try to keep up. They jumped out of the water more often as if to say 'I'm still here!' This provided another good opportunity for the photographers amongst the group to take more photos. Despite not being able to swim with them, we were happy that we'd at least seen some.



Dolphins jumping in the air as we leave the bay. 

The catamaran then took us to the 'Hole in the Rock' and the adjoining 'Cathedral Cave'. Both formed as a result of erosion over the years. Apparently, loose rocks still fall down from the top of the cave in the 'Hole in the Rock'. A few people instinctively put their hands over their heads upon learning this fact. Somehow I think this cave is safe enough - they wouldn't sail the boat through otherwise.



The 'Hole in the Rock'. 

From this rock, we could see the lighthouse on Cape Brett. Slightly further up, we could see the 'Bird Rock'. So named as a result of birds, mainly sea gulls, perched on the rock. Oh, and one fat seal berthed on one of the adjoining jagged rocks. Not sure what he was doing there but he sure looked out of place! The skipper commented that this was the only place that had 'tropical snow'. It took me a few seconds to register the joke! I put the delay down to the fact that my sea legs aren't particularly strong!



A solitary seal lazes around among the seagulls on bird island. 

We stopped off at Urapukapuka Island for lunch (Jamie Oliver's favourite island?). Most of us brought some packed lunch and sat on the beach, eating our food. A few braved the cool waters and went in for a dip. Ian was one of the brave ones. He went snorkelling and saw nothing except for silt, more silt, a starfish and then ... a huge manta ray. The manta ray was camouflaged amongst the silt on the seabed. Ian, unaware by its presence, dived near the bottom and must have disturbed the thing. Next minute, the manta ray took off quickly, startling Ian as much as it must have been startled itself. Once Ian realised it was a manta ray, he tried to follow it but the manta ray was too quick and got away. 

We arrived back at Paihia early in the evening. Despite not being able to swim with the dolphins, everyone on the boat seemed content that they had at least spotted some. Thirty dolphins is a lot to see in one go, and after spotting that pod, no other boat reported any further sightings during the day, so we were very lucky. Actually, given how cold the water was today, perhaps it was lucky that we were prevented from swimming with them too - that's one way of putting a positive spin on it!
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Waitangi, Home of the Treaty
Having done the Bay of Islands trip out to see the dolphins and 'The Hole in the Rock', we weren't sure how much else there would be to do in the area - the boat trip is the reason to go to this area, by all accounts. Thankfully, there was more to do, and we even surprised ourselves as we ended up spending a whole day in the area without just sitting there twiddling our thumbs or sitting at a beachside café watching the tides roll in or out.

Historic Waitangi

Just up the road from Paihia - literally a 5-minute drive - is Waitangi. This may not mean much to a lot of people, but for New Zealanders this is one of the most important places in the country, more important, even, than the home ground of the All Blacks (actually, some may disagree on that one). Why is this so? When the English started showing up in New Zealand back in the 1800s, some 1,000 years after the Maoris first settled from other Pacific islands, so too did a whole bunch of French and Americans, all of them with a keen eye on the whaling trade and anything else that took their fancy. The English managed to convince Maori tribal leaders that it was best for them to sign up to a treaty that would essentially give New Zealand to the British and in return the British would promise its protection against the French or whomever else was deemed a pest. In my opinion, it was a case of: "Well, we're here, we're staying, and you better accept it or else." 

The local Maori chiefs didn't immediately warm to the idea, but in 1840 the deal was done, and New Zealand was officially deemed a British colony. Since then, the Waitangi treaty has essentially become 'the constitution', the document upon which modern day NZ is based. It's a guideline for co-existence which seems to have worked reasonably well, up to a point (apparantly there have been rumblings of discontent about just how much the treaty is used in favour of Maoris, for example land claims, but that's just politics that I don't really understand or appreciate).

That's the history lesson over - now we were in Waitangi to take a look around Treaty House (where the British representatives who helped prepare/deliver the treaty on behalf of Queen Victoria lived) and at some other Maori pieces of interest, namely a 30m canoe and a meeting house.

The war canoe was the largest of it's type that I'd seen so far. This was the second one I'd seen, heh! Seriously, though, it is the largest war canoe in the world and was carved out of two huge kauri trees to mark the 1940 centenial celebrations of the treaty's signing. Next to the canoe was one of the kauri tree stumps which showed just how wide these trees can grow.

After looking at the war canoe, we headed over towards Treaty House, which had at one point been allowed to decay quite badly, but had been lovingly restored many years ago. 



One of the rooms inside Treaty House had this on display. We weren't hungry, though, so we carried on through ... (PS the pig's not real, before I get angry emails!)

Out in front and to the side of the house is the Maori meeting house with no name. Unlike most meeting houses, this is not linked to one given tribe, hence no name, and its carvings are representative of many different tribes. Not being able to take in these fine details, we amused ourselves by standing next to the carvings and pulling faces at the camera.



Ian doing the Maori tongue sticky-out thing.

Haruru Falls and Russell

Our next stop was just up the road (again) from Waitangi, a place called Haruru falls. Yes, it was another waterfall, and yes, if you have been reading these updates for a while you might know that we've seen a few of these already. Still, no harm in looking at another, eh? See, this is the problem - we see a brown sign at a road junction, signifying that there's a tourist-friendly thing to see - and we have to take a look. While we may have seen lots of falls, what if we did get all blazé about it and decided to give it a miss, and what if it turned out to be the best waterfall in New Zealand? So, we took a look. And no, it wasn't. The lonely planet described it as 'attractive rather than spectacular'.



Haruru Falls - Attractive, not spectacular.

We then doubled back on ourselves, passing through Waitangi and Paihia once more (not a huge distance) and on through to Opua, a place that offers a car ferry service across to Russell. The latter is a place that is now sold as a quiet little getaway (like Paihia is some kind of downtown urban hell, ha, as if!) but it was not always like this. Charles Darwin, who knew a bit about civilisation as I recall, described it in 1835 as being 'full of the refuse of society'. The 'hell hole of the Pacific' was another popular moniker for the town. It's definitely had an upturn in its fortunes though - the bullet holes in the church are easily over a hundred years old. We felt safe enough to stay for some lunch, but bored enough not to want to stay any longer. 

We got back in the car, and headed back across the water to Paihia where we ended up just around the corner from the hostel from our previous two nights. 
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The Far North of Northland, North Island
Manda writes:

The first thing I did this morning was to phone my mum to wish her a happy birthday (her birthday is on the 3rd but New Zealand is +11 hours GMT). The thing about travelling is that you kind of lose track of days after a while. It can be difficult enough remembering birthdays of friends and family at the best of times but now there is the added complication of trying to remember them two weeks in advance so that birthday cards and presents arrive in time. Thank goodness for Interflora online!

Ian and I left Paihia and headed for Cape Reigna. It took a good two hours drive to get there. The last 20km was on unsealed road which meant that we had to drive very slowly - it was a bit tedious but the view in the end was well worth it. Contrary to popular belief, Cape Reigna is neither the most northly point of New Zealand, nor is it the most westerly point. However, facing the South Pacific Ocean and the Tasman Sea, the lighthouse certainly has an end-of-the-country feel to it.



View from Cape Reigna. 

Luckily we had lovely blue skies which gave the white-painted lighthouse more definition. The last lighthouse we visited was at Byron Bay in Australia and on that day it was overcast and the lighthouse seemed to blend in with the background - not ideal for photographs (or for nearby sailors, for that matter!). 

There is a sign near to the lighthouse with directions of where certain major cities are and London is apparently 19271km away. Gee, that's helped me get my bearings!



Anyone up for a 19,271km journey?

On the way back, we stopped off at part of the 90-mile beach. According to the guide books, if this were metricated to kilometres, it would provide a more accurate measure of the overall distance. This area is renowned for its huge sand dunes - an ideal place for sand toboganning.

Leaving Cape Reigna, we drove on down on the westerly side of North Island - an area known as Northland - and through a village called Kohukohu. Barbara had mentioned this place as worth a look, mainly because it was where Ted was born. Once upon a time, it had been a prosperous place, but now it would be generous to call it a two-horse town. We spotted a jetty along the shore that, like the car upon it, had definitely seen better, more prosperous days.



Not-so-prosperous Kohukohu.

We continued on to catch the Hokianga car ferry across to Rawene. By the time we reached the other side it was dark. We drove to Omapere where we found some accommodation just in time. Trying to find our accommodation in the dark wasn't easy - Omapere is a small town and by 8pm, it was also a sleepy town. The only service station in town was about to close and after all that driving, we hadn't had any dinner yet. Thankfully, the lady running the backpackers that we ended up at, took pity on us and raided her freezer, digging out eggs, potatoes, an onion, lamb and mint sausages and baked beans. We bought just the sausages and beans from her and set about making dinner. It might have been a late dinner, but like our 20km journey along the rough road this morning, some things are worth persevering with!
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From Wiltshire to The Shire
We got back on the road again today having spent a day 'blobbing out' (as Ted and Barbara would put it). Driving south from Auckland, we made for a place called Matamata. On the way we passed through a little town called Tirau that had, without doubt, the best information centre I've ever seen - a giant dog complete with a floppy tongue made of rubber that flapped about in the wind. Check out the picture for yourself:



A giant dog posing as an information centre in Tirau.

Welcome to Hobbiton

So, we were heading for Matamata. Never heard of it? Perhaps you'd know it better as 'The Shire' or Hobbiton. Matamata is one of the locations where Lord of the Rings was shot, home to the filthy stupid hobbitses. Actually, it's just about the only location that is recognisable from the film. While most of the sets (as opposed to computer generated or stage sets) were dismantled after filming, agreed as part of the contracts, Matamata was lucky enough to keep a little part of Hobbiton. New Line Cinema had intended to dismantle the entire set, and had begun the process, removing about ten hobbit holes, the fake bridge and the village buildings when rain set in and stopped progress for seven days, and then they weren't due to return for another six months. During that time the owners of the farm where it was filmed managed to get permission to keep the sets and to run tours - it really is just a stroke of luck that anything is left at all!

The information centre (where we bought the tickets) mentioned that the sets are not as they were in the film. This had me worrying that there would be little left, but I was pleasantly surprised. Comparing a hobbit hole in the film to what we saw in front of us revealed that all the flowers were long dead and gone, the wooden facias had been stripped away and the round doorways were now just round holes leading to ... well, nothing really. All the interior shots of Bag End (where Bilbo and Frodo lived) were done in a studio, and so the hobbit homes were little more than fake frontages.



Hobbiton, aka The Shire.

Close-up, you could see that the homes were little more than white-painted plywood over scaffolding nested into the hills, but from a distance this was The Shire. We were there! All that was missing was a bunch of 3-foot nothing people with big feet and even bigger ideas.

In this farm, the film-makers decided to place all the hobbit holes, but also the village buildings, the vegetable patches and they also filmed a number of other location shots that they never intended to.

A couple of anecdotes picked up that you won''t have heard from any of the LOTR DVD extras. Firstly, when the location scouts spotted this farm, they knocked on the door of the Alexanders (who own the farm) and said that they'd be interested in using the farm to shoot a film. Mr Alexander replied: "OK, but can you call back later 'cos I'm watching the rugby at the moment." Thankfully for Mr Alexander, they did just that. 

Secondly, the one feature that clinched that particular farm as the location was the tree by the lake, known as 'The Party Tree', a perfectly symetrical tree by which the villagers held Bilbo's birthday celebrations. But that very tree nearly got cut down by the Alexanders 5 or 6 years previously. Mr Alexander thought it was ugly, but now they refer to it as 'The Money Tree'. Not cutting that tree down was the best decision he ever made, I'd wager!



Ian and Manda in front of Bag End, home of Bilbo and Frodo.

The tour lasted two hours from pick-up in the centre of Matamata to drop-off, and it was just about the right amount of time. We got to hear about the filming process, how the set was built, how secrecy was such a big thing (when the army arrived with heavy earth-moving equipment to build a road to the set, Mr Alexander had to tell inquisitive neighbours that they were just carrying out an exercise, no mention of the film was allowed because of the contracts he signed) and walked all round the set, taking as many photos as we wanted. For Lord of the Rings fans, this is the absolute must-see in New Zealand.

One final thing, just when you think your Lord of the Rings experience is finished, think again. As we came back in to town, we took a walk along the main street and discovered that the town has completely embraced its hobbit connections - every other shop seemed to have a hobbit hole painted on the window, and even normally straight-laced business were joining in (like Lloyds Bank and ANZ Bank, which proudly badged itself as ANZ Hobbiton). All very surreal.

To Rotorua

We left Matamata for Rotorua. At 5pm, it was too late to do or see much in Rotorua - an area renowned for thermal pools and volcanic vents - so we simply found somewhere to eat (and, later, somewhere to stay), leaving tomorrow free to do all of that. We had dinner in a Mexican Cantina. While we tried to finish off the big stack of nachos and chilli, I noticed a really bad smell. Manda noticed it too, and thought that the young workers there had burned something, but it still wasn't the right smell for overdone taco/nachos. Then I twigged - this was a volcanic area, and what we were smelling was sulphur. How it took 20 minutes for that smell to register I don't know (unless the wind had been blowing it in another direction). For the rest of the evening I couldn't help notice the smell, never getting acclimatised to it. I'd even wake up in the middle of the night, smell the air and think, "That's rancid!" then drop off once more ... only to repeat it an hour or so later.
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Something Smells Rotten in Rotorua
We woke up early in the morning at Cactus Jacks, not through choice but because of the the lack of heating and the sudden drop in temperature that New Zealand has had. This is the point where everyone in the UK who has said or thought: "Ahhh, they're finding the hot nights in Australia uncomfortable, my heart bleeds," while suffering a cold miserable winter say: "Ha!" ... and then laugh. Yes, we are now in need of winter clothes. I only have one long-sleeved top - a hooded top - as that's all I thought I'd need, and for a long time that was true. Now, a trip to the shops may be in order.

So, this morning I stepped out of our room to the cold outdoors (the room faced the crazy Mexican-themed courtyard) and watched my breath escaping in a puff of smoke. It seemed appropriate, in Rotorua, given the number of locations where a similar effect can be seen with the smoking fumeroles that pump out sulphurous gasses night and day. I then had the most uncomfortable shower I've had in a long time (if not ever). I was cold by the time I'd made the short walk in the open air to the shower unit, and so wasted no time in switching it on to full temperature and hopping under. It started as luke warm but was icy cold within a minute - within the time it took me to apply shampoo. I was then left with the choice of leaving without washing the shampoo off or doing so and risking hyperthermia. I chose the latter, and vowed not to stay another night at Cactus Jack's. Or at least not without a portable heater for the room. Anyway, I'll pass you on to Manda now ...

Manda writes:

Sitting in a car, travelling down the street this morning felt like a surreal experience. Not because of Ian's driving (for a change!) but every now and then, we'd see jets of steam coming out from somewhere. We were half expecting to see fire accompanying them but no, just steam.

Rotorua is a volcanic area and we got to see our first close-up at Te Whakarewarewa thermal valley (accessed through the New Zealand Maori Arts and Craft Institute). We joined the tour guide who took us around the grounds, giving us a running commentary about the site and pointing out particular things of interest.



Mud pools bubbling away in Rotorua.

We saw Maori crafts and arts and the natural sites such as active mud pools, bubbling hot springs and geysers. This site is home to the spectacular Pohutu geyser that spurts out hot water into the air (as high up as 30m). It is amazing. Walking around this thermal reserve felt like walking through warm fog! The ever-present sulphuric smell in the air is like acrid rotten eggs. It is strange and not the kind of smell you'd get used to in a hurry - although the locals seem to have become immune to it.



Pohutu geyser - boiling water was being forced out of the ground, turning to steam and landing back on the ground as if it were cold, soft rain.

Included in the price of admission was a Maori concert. It was entertaining and very similar to the one we watched at the Auckland Museum.



Would you mess with this man?

We took a scenic drive to the Blue Lake before going for a gondala (cable car) ride at Skyline. From the top at Mount Ngongotaha, we enjoyed panoramic views of the town and could see all the way to Mount Tarawera. We had arrived just in time to see an adrenalin-seeker take a ride on the Skyswing. What this encompasses is best described using an analogy - picture a stone and a catapult. Well, the passenger is secured in a seat (i.e. the stone) which has cables binding it to a three-armed frame (i.e. the catapult). The passenger is then propelled outwards toward the town from a height. A great view of the town but not one for the faint-hearted!

Ian took a ride down a winding track along the hillside on a luge. A luge is like a three-wheeled go-cart which can, apparently, go rather fast especially down the steeper stretches. The wind had an icy feel to it and I decided to look after our belongings in the warmth of the restaurant with a mug of hot coffee. Ten minutes later, Ian came in looking happy but feeling icy cold. He was soon put in defrost mode with a cuppa.

We took a trip to Kuirau Park next. This park is an area of volcanic activity and you can wander around for free. It has pools of boiling mud, small mineral baths and a fairly large crater lake bubbling away. Steam can be seen coming out of each of these natural volcanic features. In particular, from the crater lake where my face was treated to a steam bath - just as well as I am due for a facial!



Steam rises from a sulphurus crater lake in Kuirau Park, Rotorua.
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Catching More Fumes in Wai-O-Tapo
Unlike yesterday's cold morning, today we woke up toasty warm and ready to take on the world, or at the very least take on a small part of New Zealand near Rotorua. You see, last night we had heating! This is a luxury in backpacker accommodation and much welcomed at the place we stayed, called Crash Palace (highly recommend this place for that reason alone!). On top of that, we both felt better prepared for the day ahead, as we both availed ourselves of some cold-weather clothes yesterday evening in the local 'Wharehouse' discount store. I picked up a faux sheep-skin lined jacket for $NZ50 (roughly £17) while Manda picked up a jacket, two jumpers and a belt for around $NZ80. Bargains.

Lady Knox Geyser - Always on Time

Duly kitted out, we made tracks for a place called Wai-O-Tapu, in particular the Thermal Wonderland attraction. It pays to get there early, as every day a geyser goes off at 10:15am - and only at that time - and lasts for between 30-45 minutes. It's called Lady Knox Geyser, and it is so precise because, well, it gets a helping hand. The people at the park give it a 'nudge', in effect, by pouring around 300g of soap powder into the funnel. This breaks the surface tension and within minutes the funnel is spewing hot water up to 15 metres into the air.



Lady Knox geyser erupts daily at 10:15am precisely.

We next looked at another mud pool. Much like we did yesterday. Yes, you probably think we are mad, but there's something endlessly entertaining about watching this:



Actually, it's not so much what it looks but rather the sound it makes. There was one particular concentration of bubbles that, every now and then, would erupt with a huge rumble and comedy spluttering noises, sending explosions of hot wet mud into the air. We saw one lady get a splatter of mud who was protesting to her friends about her bad luck. "Hey, don't complain," I said jokingly, "some people pay good money for that!"

We then made our way to the main part of Wai-O-Tapu's thermal park, an area which is covered in walking tracks that will give you a good 3 to 4 kilometres exercise. We covered most of the distance, walking past areas that were littered with craters, strange coloured pools and strange, bubbling vents. The first area we walked through had craters that were sometimes 20 metres deep, and between 3 and 15 metres across. These huge holes in the ground can open up at any time, the most recent appearing in 1968 (and that one was huge too!). I didn't think we were likely to find any new ones appearing today, but it did make me wonder when they do appear how long they normally take to cave in

One of the best attractions in the park is the Champagne Lake. This lake of hot water continually gives off steam and there is a very spooky feeling from walking along the edge of the lake as these clouds completely surround you, like a scene from a horror movie or something. I'd love to know what it looks like at night in dim lighting if this is the effect during the day.



Ian standing in front of the Champagne Pool, as clouds of steam roll across in the background.

We did (almost) the complete circuit at Wai-O-Tapu and then left, heading a little further south towards Taupo. There were a couple of things worth seeing there (and we were only about 40km away) including the Huka Falls, a waterfall along the Waikato river where the 100metre wide river gets pinched into a 10 metre channel and back out the other end with impressive force (if not height). We also took a look at some more thermal activity at a place called Craters of the Moon. It was more of the same, really - smoking fumeroles across a scrubby landscape that was good as a freebie, but after Wai-O-Tapu it really couldn't compare. We got a few shots for good measure then headed for a backpackers for the night (not easy to find one, as it turned out, as this was Easter weekend and the New Zealanders were filling up all the places to stay).
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It's a Worm's Life at Waitomo
For a change, I find myself writing about a place that we visited and didn't take any photos. No, the camera was not broken, and neither was my arm/wrist/photo-taking-finger. 

We visited Waitomo Caves today, getting there about midday after a very scenic drive (it's difficult to find a long-ish distance drive in NZ that isn't scenic in some way). Inside these caves we could not take any photos, or take any video footage at all. This was not a major issue, as Manda and I had seen excellent cave formations before at Jenolan Caves near the Blue Mountains (twice, in fact) and got all the cave snaps we'd ever need there. Besides, the caves here were not really all that interesting ... or rather the cave formations weren't interesting. What Waitomo does have, though, is some very interesting inhabitants - glow worms. Thousands of them.

The tour included the usual geology lesson about the rocky formations, how they came to be etc etc, but the main reason for joining the tour itself didn't take very long at all. We made our way down through to the river that flows through the cave and, in very low lighting, we climbed into boats that held 20 or so people at a time. Our guide then took us down a channel that got darker and darker and then as we rounded a corner we saw thousands of the glow worms on the ceiling, lit up like so many of those high-intensity leds that you see people sticking on their car dashboards these days. It was like sitting in a desert, hundreds of miles from civilisation, on the clearest of nights and looking up at an unspoilt view of the milky way. It was something like this:



Only it looked good.

Just a few minutes later, and our glow worm spotting was over. The boat rounded a corner and we could see daylight coming in from the cave entrance. Then everyone headed for the gift shop where they could buy postcards in place of the photos that they were not allowed to take.

Cook's Beach, Coromandel Peninsula

Ted and Barbara (T&B) had said that if we wanted to we could come along to Cook's Beach on the Coromandel Peninsula where they have a holiday home and where they would be spending the Easter break. We didn't know whether we'd find the time, but given the short time needed at Waitomo to see the glow worms, we decided to make our way over there. I phoned Barbara to say we'd be there and after another scenic 2-hour drive through the hills we arrived at Cook's Beach.

We were going to get some food and a bottle of wine for the barbecue that Barbara said was on for the evening but first I thought I'd pinpoint the house's location. I ambled through the streets looking for the house (I'd seen a picture and knew the address, so I had a head start), then, once I spotted it, turned around and was about to head for the shop. Then I spotted Ted walking down the front garden to guide us in. I couldn't slink off to the shops now! As it turns out, Barbara had been saying moments before to other friends in the house that "Ian and Manda will be joining us, they should be here soon" at which point Ted looked out the window and saw us go past. Perfect timing!

We came into the living room and found that we were not the only guests by a long shot - there was a houseful! Among them were Ted's sister (the two of them together something of a comedy double act) and other friends who also had places nearby. Elaine, in particular, was a real hoot. She told us a story ("this is a true story," she insisted to a room full of laughter) that has to be repeated. Discovering that we would be heading to Perth, she told us about a couple who had been travelling across the Nullarbor Plains, a journey which takes around 5 days, with a grandmother in tow. 2 days into the journey, the grandmother died, and so they had to improvise - after all, there were still 3 days of travel left. So, the grandmother was put into a sleeping bag which was then strapped to the roof of the van. At the next town, they pulled over to report the death at a police station and came back out to find that the van - and dead grandmother - had gone. The van had been stolen and was never found. Nor was the grandmother in the sleeping bag, sleeping the long sleep. Apparently it took the estate 7 years to pay out. Well, would you believe the story? You gotta wonder what the thief's reaction was when he checked out what he'd, erm, bagged. Sorry about that last line.

It was a fun evening with T&B's friends, the barbecue food was great and Ted's sister Annette kept on brilliantly teasing more and more stories out of Ted, many of which were as bizarre as the one recounted above. Ted seems to be something of a magnet for that kind of thing. If he ever sits still for more than 5 minutes it'd be great if he could write some of these stories down - I'd read the memoirs!



Clockwise: Manda, Barbara, John, Patsy, Paddy, Annette, Peter, Ted and Elaine, taken at the Meyers' house in Cooks Beach, Coromandel Peninsula.
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Gone Fishin'
Manda writes:

Cathedral Cove was the first place we visited today. This place is only accessible by foot and from the car park it took about half an hour to get there. The track was hilly yet scenic and the result was definitely worth the effort. The beach is how I imagined some beaches in Thailand to look, and nothing like one I'd expect to see in New Zealand. In the sunshine, the water was a beautiful mix of dark blue and turquoise tones, with gigantic white rocks jutting out just beyond the shoreline. 



Cathedral Cove is only accessible at low tide through an arched cavern. Still, if the tide had come in, I can think of worse places to be stranded in! Once we had our fill of the sights (and recovered from the walk!), we wandered back to the house.



In the late afternoon, we went fishing with Ted. We walked over to the estuary which backs on to their holiday home. The tide was on its way out but we still had a good few hours left. It was quite an experience as neither of us have tried this properly before. Ian had a go first but didn't have much luck. There were a few false alarms where the current was dragging the hook along the bottom of the estuary channel and Ian thought he had a bite. Eventually, he managed to catch not one fish, not even two fish, but a seagull! The dizzy bird, along with a few of his 'acquaintances' (I use the term lightly here as they were pecking at him too!), had dived towards the fishing line in pursuit of the bait, a piece of squid, now totally covered in sand. Nice seasoning!

At first I was worried that the hook might have gone through the seagull's wing. Fortunately, it hadn't and the fishing line had got tangled up in his wing. Once Ted managed to untangle the line (not an easy task with a distressed bird flapping his wings, desperate to escape the scene), the seagull scarpered leaving the very thing he was initially after. I guess the bait wasn't so important after all and he was just happy he'd escaped with his wing still intact. 

It was my turn next and within a short period of time, I managed to catch a fish - with the help of Ted. After much deliberating over what type of fish it was, we came to the conclusion that it was a male 'spotty'. Needless to say, I spent the next few hours gloating about my catch to Ian! "Do you want to stay here 'til 9 o'clock until I catch one?" he retorted, eyes transfixed on the fishing line, watching eagerly for signs of movement. Ted and I just rolled our eyes! He still didn't catch one by the time we left.



Manda catches the only fish of the day. 

Ted and I also picked pipis and tuatuas (types of shellfish, not unlike cockles) from the estuary bed. There were hundreds of them and we didn't have to search hard to find some. We took them home, cooked them and served them up as a starter. The fish was kept as bait for Ted's next fishing trip as it was not big enough to eat. But I'm sure if you ask me about this in a couple of months' time, this spotty would have miraculously become a 3ft man-eating shark!
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So Long, Meyer-well
After our brief stay at Cook's Beach, we returned once more back to Auckland to arrange transportation down to Wellington (south of the North Island) or Christchurch (north of the South Island). If it seems like we were back-tracking, having already gone south from Auckland, you'd be right, but this was a deliberate plan - we wanted to get a 'relocateable' camper van or car to get to either of those places. Basically this means that for a nominal fee - $1 per day - we are driving a vehicle all the way down the country taking it from one place to another so that the company can rent it from there; all we pay for is petrol. It's a cheaper way of doing things but it's not always available, and if it is going to be available, it'll be from a major base like Auckland, not somewhere in the middle of North Island. So, hence the back-tracking.

We managed to secure a relocateable on Tuesday morning for pick up on Thursday - that's today - which would get us as far as Wellington. We wanted to get to Christchurch if we could as it would then cover the cost of getting the Interislander ferry across for one of us, but that was not to be. As it was, it would be a long drive.

We said our goodbyes to Ted before he left for work but then said our goodbyes all over again a second time, as we dropped the car off for him at his workplace. Barbara then took Manda and I to the Maui van rental depot and after an hour or so of waiting around and the staff there trying to get around some kind of software problem that was preventing the booking, we had the van brought around for us. Then we had our third round of goodbyes as we hugged Barbara farewell. Given the time we'd spent with them both, this might have been a sad moment, knowing how far away they live from us in the UK, and how unlikely it is that we'd ever meet again. But that's not the case! They are both coming over to the UK for 6 months next year, shortly after we return from our globe-trotting, so it was more a case of 'until next time' rather than a final 'farewell'. Still, it was strange to be saying goodbye to our 'surrogate parents' (Barbara can be very mumsy!).

For the rest of the day, it was a case of drive, drive, drive. We went all the way through the places that we'd seen before, continuing past lake Taupo, past Waioura and alongside Mt Ruapehu (otherwise known as Mount Doom from Lord Of The Rings) before settling for the night in a campsite at Taihape. It was a pretty uneventful drive, all things considered, mainly because neither of us were in the sight-seeing frame of mind - this was simple, straightforward A-to-B travelling. We had a package to deliver in the shape of a camper van. The only concession to sight-seeing we made was in trying to get a photo of Ruapehu. 



Mt Ruapehu, otherwise known as Mount Doom. 

However, the clouds conspired against us, clinging like glue to the massive volcano (and seemingly nowhere else), only occassionally showing a teasing glimpse of the the snow-capped peak. We pulled over and waited for the clouds to dissipate, but they never did. It just got darker and darker, and as it did, so it looked moodier and I could easily see how Peter Jackson came to choose that location for Mount Doom.

PS: If you ever find yourself in Auckland, New Zealand, and are looking for excellent B&B accommodation near a beach, I can strongly recommend Ted & Barbara's place! Oh, and in case you were wondering, that plug was for the benefit of Google ;-). 
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In-flight Refreshment on State Highway 1
We woke up bright and early this morning, got the camper van back into shape and continued on towards Wellington. We had a 5pm deadline to deliver this 'relocateable' to the depot, but we figured it would be nice to get into Wellington and have time to drive around a little, drop all our bags off at a backpackers, have a bite to eat and still make it on time. However, within no time we were pulling over for a break. Well, we saw this sign and just had to stop:



About 14 years ago some crazy person decided that it would be good idea to hoist an old DC3 aircraft at the side of State Highway 1 in Mangaweka and sell teas, coffees and cakes there. I thought to myself, what would the bank manager have thought when that business plan was submitted? Cue cheesy pun: they must have hoped the venture would 'take off'. Yeah, sorry about that. Anyway, a few years ago it got a facelift and is now sponsored by a cookie company. The entire plane is now covered in chocolate chip cookies ( a very good job they've done with it too). We opted for scones with our teas and coffees, and then I went into frenetic photo-taking mode, even taking a photo of another photo that adorned the wall: Lord of the Rings' Sam, Frodo and Gollum (aka Sean Astin, Elijah Wood and Andy Serkis) who had also stopped off for a light in-flight snack. 



Inside the Cookie Air Café.

Once we finally got to Wellington, we had major problems trying to find accommodation. There seemed to be nothing available, and we thought that the Easter bookings would no longer present such problems (it turned out that there was a rugby game on and whole bus-loads of fans can turn up, quickly taking any available beds in the city). Finally, though, we found a place in a guesthouse that was more expensive than we had hoped for, but was at least available (we took the last room).

I then had to take the camper van back out of the city to the depot. When Maui rentals said that it was a relocateable from Auckland to Wellington, that was almost true. The depot was actually about 20kms north of Wellington, in a place called Porirua, and there were hideous traffic jams on the way there. Thankfully my route back in to Wellington was much easier - I asked one of the people at the van depot what the easiest way into Wellington was, and was told to catch the train. Then, a lad in his early twenties who was arranging a rental said that he and his girlfriend were heading in to the city and that they could give me a lift. I jumped at the chance, and discovered that Ben (for that was his name) was from Southampton (my place of origin), and he must count as the first person I've met who has correctly placed my accent ... although he was wavering between Southampton and Portsmouth. Ben was travelling around New Zealand with girlfriend Abbey and they seemed like a really nice couple. I joked that we might bump into each other in the South Island if we got ourselves a camper van too. But I was going to bump into at least one of them a lot sooner than that ... Abbey, designated driver for the day, dropped me off right outside the guest house - now how's that for service? Did I leave a tip? Yeah sure I did, and was this: "Check out our web site" ;-)
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Wellington in a Day
Wellington is not a big city. It is possible to do pretty much all - or at least most - of the usual tourist attractions in one day and on foot. We know this to be the case because that's precisely what we did today.

Our plan for the day was quite simple: go to the Te Papa Museum and try out the cable car that will take us up the hill for views over Wellington Harbour; anything else that we manage to do is a bonus. The Lonely Planet - our travel guide of choice for most places - does not appear to offer much more in the way of attractions for the tourist. Even the skyline has difficulty expressing that it is the capital city of New Zealand - in any other country it could be just another city by the sea. Auckland certainly looks and feels more like a capital city than Wellington.

Te Papa Museum



Entrance to Te Papa museum. 

Well, I'm not normally a big museum fan, but I'd read about this place and had been told by Barbara back in Auckland that I "must go". And it was free! This is in itself is quite amazing as the building and exhibits cost a cool $317 million. You'd think they'd want to make a few bucks back in return, wouldn't you? And if entry to this museum is free, you'd be wrong if you thought that there wasn't much to see inside ...

Te Papa is, without doubt, one of the best museums I've been to. While a lot of the exhibits are kept behind glass, there are many more that are very interactive, none more so than those in the 'Awesome Forces' section. Here you can learn all about the earth's tectonic planets and discover why New Zealand has such a wild geography (because it's riding on the edge of the Australian and Pacific plates). There's also a room where you can experience what it's like to be in an earthquake, having first seen video clips of a major earthquake that affected the New Zealand town of Edgecombe (in the 80s I believe). The floor shakes while the television in front shows shelves spilling their contents all over the floor and the speakers belt out crashing and smashing sounds.

While we were at the museum, there was a memorial service being held for Michael King, a very prominent Kiwi historian who died in a car accident recently. It was a tragic story - after writing a biography, the subject of the biography died of cancer. King was then diagnosed himself and he was fighting the illness. Just as it seemed he was beating it with chemotherapy and going into remission, he and his wife were killed in a head-on collision. Attending the public memorial was the New Zealand prime minister and a host of other prominent figures. It seemed appropriate that this would be the location - the nation's favourite museum, a place of learning for so many people - for one of the country's greatest writers and historians.



Corrugated iron-clad car in the Made in New Zealand section. 

While walking around the 'Made in New Zeland' section I spotted Abbey, who had kindly given me a lift from the camper van depot back into Wellington yesterday. Strangely, I recognised her straight away - strange because, sitting in the back of the car yesterday I saw little more than the back of her head and her eyes in the rear view mirror! We talked for a while, finding out more about her and Ben's travel plans, before parting once more, saying that we "might bump into each other again". Who knows, it might happen!

We walked around the majority of the museum, even the art gallery section on the 5th floor (I did my best to stoop forwards and take in the fine details of the art, rubbing my currently hairless chin in an attempt to look cogitative and intelligent). When we came in to Te Papa we bought one of the guide leaflets that suggests a path through, offering information about each part of the museum along the way, but even without one of these guides you can enjoy the museum (no questionable, 20-year-old labels on these exhibits like you get in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo!). At the end, we handed it back for someone else to buy - a small contribution, then, of $2 to the museum, itself a ridiculously small amount to pay for two people.

Up the Wellington Cable Car

The cable car runs from a position just behind Willis Street, one of Wellington's main shopping streets. But before we tried this out, we continued right to the end of Willis Street to see 'the Beehive' an office building that is linked to the Parliamentary building. It's not the prettiest building in the world, but it is distinctive, for sure, and for better or worse is one of New Zealand's (man-made) icons.



The Beehive parliamentary office. 

Walking up to the Beehive, it amazed me to think that this was the capital city. It was 3pm, we were on a major shopping street in the heart of the city, and yet the roads were almost empty, and as we got nearer to the Beehive, more and more shops were shut. It was like a public holiday or something. Very surreal. Even in the sleepier cities in the UK, you'd expect traffic to be bumper-to-bumper and the pavements to be clogged up with shoppers. Not so in Wellington.

Having taken the obligatory photos of the Beehive, we walked back to the cable car office and got our tickets for the brief journey up the steep hill to Kelburn. The view over the city and harbour was pretty good, but it could have been better had the weather not been so dull and grey. It seems that Wellingtonians are all feeling a little agrieved by the weather - there was very little summer to speak of, and grey skies and blustery winds seem to be the order of the day/month/year. At least it wasn't raining today! 



Also at the top of the hill, near the cable car station, are the Botanical Gardens. We didn't take a look around simply because the light was fading and with it whatever modicum of warmth the day offered. We decided to leave that for another time, maybe, and headed back down to the streets below for something to eat before calling it a day. We'd done a fair amount of walking already, and our hostel was some distance away still, up a hill - refueling was needed first.



Ian standing by an interesting sculpture called 'Invisible City'. Would that be giant Braille? And if so, what does it all mean? And just how big are blind people's hands in Wellington if this is Braille?
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Wellington: Reloaded
Manda writes:

Judging by how quiet the city centre was by 3 o'clock yesterday afternoon, we had a feeling that it was going to be a subdued day today. With this in mind and having covered most of the things we wanted to see yesterday, Ian and I decided to take things at a leisurely pace. We noticed the relaxed Sunday vibe as we walked around the pedestrianised shopping area near Cuba Street. Not many of the shops were open and those that were looked rather empty. The street was quiet too, oh, except for a handful of drunks laughing and chatting away quite happily on a bench. Their speech and laughter reminded me of the worms in the film, Men In Black! One of them in particular was funny to watch; especially after he got to his feet and put on a show for passers-by. He started to perform the Haka (Maori war dance) except his war stances did not look convincing and he just wobbled around, looking confused and uncoordinated!

We walked around the shops (those that were open) along Willis Street and eventually ended up at the cable car station. Since there were some blue skies, we decided to take the cable car up to Kelburn again. This time we could see a bit further out than we had been able to the day before. 

Instead of taking the cable car back to the city, we took a stroll down via the Botanic Gardens. The gardens looked well kept and there was a creeping autumnal feel to them. We spotted a few teenagers hiding in the bushes, throwing water bombs at unexpecting visitors. At one point, we too, were subject to their aim but like the other water bombs they'd launched before and after us, this was off-target. The fact that they couldn't stop giggling didn't help their cause! I'm sure if one had hit us, we'd probably go back to the gardens armed with a super soaker (water gun) each and show them what a true drenching is like! The walk itself was fairly easy as it was mainly downhill and the path eventually led us to the complex of parliamentary buildings.

We walked over to Wellington's famous building, 'The Beehive', and discovered a few more buildings next to it - the actual parliament building itself and next to that, the more cheerfully decorated parliamentary library (a pink, church-like structure as opposed to the grey, business-like appearance of the other two). 





Ted and Barbara told us that the prime minister, Helen Clark, is accessible and locals have been known to phone her up directly with issues and comments. I wonder how she would deal with nutcases or people who just want to rant and rave for hours on end about something completely unrelated to politics. I'd love to be a fly on the wall on one of those conversations!
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Across to South Island and Christchurch
Manda writes:

Every once in a while we spend hours upon hours travelling to get from A to B. Today was one of those 'travelling' days - in the true sense. It was time to leave North Island and go explore the South. 

We left the backpackers in Wellington at 8.30am and made our way south. The first leg of the journey involved a ferry ride across Cooks Straight to Picton. I had taken some travel sickness tablets prior to the journey as I'd read that the trip across the Straight can sometimes be rough. Even before I boarded the ferry I was feeling a bit light-headed. I swear those tablets make you feel ill before you actually board the mode of transport in question, to take your mind off being sick and focus on the dull headache that you have acquired instead! The journey itself was calm and, on hindsight, I needn't have taken them. Ho hum! The ferry trip lasted three hours in total, in which time, I managed to spot some dolphins swimming next to the ferry. Passengers have spotted whales in the past, but unfortunately not on this trip. 



The first signs of South Island, capped with light cloud. 

Having tried to arrange car hire but to no avail, we took the train from Picton down to Christchurch. We bought backpacker tickets to cut costs, fully expecting the seating arrangements to be 'optimised'. But to our surprise, we found that there was a lot of leg room - just as well as the journey took five and a half hours. What did we do to kill time? We played card games, read magazines, listened to music, drank tea, read the advertisements in the magazines and played more card games. At the same time, taking in the beautiful scenery outside which changed from green hills to red tinted lakes (as a result of algae not blood bath!) to rocky coastal regions. We even spotted seals sitting on some of the rocks as we travelled alongside the coast for the best part of 100 kilometres. 

Having been 'on the road' for eleven hours, we eventually checked in to a backpackers in Christchurch at around 7.30pm. It had been a very long day. After a few drinks and several Chess games later (probably not one of my wisest decisions!), I understandably, crashed out shortly afterwards.

The name of the backpackers is Foley Towers, and we were greeted by an English man at the reception. He was no John Cleese, so let's hope that this place is not anything like Fawlty Towers. However, the similarity in names (accidental or deliberate?) is not lost on the owners - inside the rooms are the rules of accommodation, and alongside these is a picture of Basil Fawlty (one rule reads: "Be nice to each other - you never know when you might need some credits in heaven. Meanwhile avoiding BASIL's wrath is a good enough reason").
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A Little Piece of England
Our morning began with some frantic ringing around of all the car and van rental places in Christchurch. We needed to get ourselves some transport for the remainder of our stay in New Zealand so that we could see all that the beautiful South Island has to offer. We very nearly went for a top-of-the-range camper van that Maui had on offer (1 left, which they normally hire for $155 per day that they were going to do for $72 per day, going down to $65 in May). It was an excellent deal, but we managed to get a cheaper deal with another company. Admittedly, it would be a more basic van, but we need to consider the finances first and not what model of microwave the plush van might have. Still, it was a tempting deal ... 

With the knowledge that we had the transport arranged - and that it would be two days before we could get it - we booked in for another night at the hostel and then wandered into Christchurch to see what it had to offer.

I was told that Christchurch has a more English feel to it by Barbara, who was born there, and this was immediately apparant. As we walked along the Avon River, past a road sign that read Oxford Terrace and then watched a red-coated town-crier crossing the road, it felt like we were in Bath, Oxford or Chester or somewhere like that, not somewhere that counts the Antarctic, volcanoes and glaciers as close neighbours. A little piece of England? You betcha! Even the trees looked English, although that's probably not the case - they are probably native to NZ, but with Autumn upon us down here, the floor was littered with brown leaves and the branches only just covered with whatever yellow leaves were able to cling on despite the intermittent (but strong) winds.



The River Avon. 

We took a brief walk around Victoria Square (more autumnal trees, nice water feature and a floral clock) then headed to Cathedral Square. Naturally, there's a cathedral there - that didn't take a lot of deduction - but there's another, more surprising feature in Cathedral Square: the wizard.

The Wizard and the Preacher

We had read in the Lonely Planet about the wizard who appears out the front of the Cathedral every day, and were told by someone at the hostel that he usually makes an appearance at 1pm. Only minutes later than 'scheduled' he appeared, sadly not in a puff of smoke or anything flash like that, but in a Volkswagen Beetle that had been two Beetles once upon a time, but were chopped in half then the front halfs welded together. It was a strange-looking car, and I can only imagine how disconcerting it might be if you were driving along, not paying too much attention as he pulls out in front, then suddenly realising that you have a VW about to hit you head on ... only to realise that it's the back of the car.



The wizard in Cathedral Square. 

Anyway, the wizard announced his arrival with a few toots on a trumpet, then stood up on a step ladder and began his diatribe. Despite being surrounded by very young school children, he made his points about why the world was viewed in maps the way it is (why is the globe viewed as north being north?), what qualifies him as a wizard and all sorts of other religious and political points in a very high level manner. He might be classed by some as a crackpot, but I would call him an eccentric, and a very coherent one at that.

"Bullshit!"

Suddenly, things went pear-shaped.

"That's a load of old bullshit! Bollocks!"

A man with a paunch, a small bag with a broken zip and the kind of red face you can only get from drinking strong liquor in a hurry was trying to have his say. 

"How do you know [if it's bollocks]?" asked the wizard, "you've only just got here! You haven't heard what I've said."

At first, most people thought it was part of the act, but it soon became clear that this man had issues. And these issues were with the audience listening to the wizard's 'nonsense'. The angry-looking man began talking about God, asking who among us believed in Him, pointing across the audience in an accusing way. At this point a few hecklers started to pipe up, the best of which was the comment "We are all individuals" (check your Monty Python references, folks). 



The interloper was getting angry, I think, because in his eyes we were taking the wizard seriously. We weren't, though - we were just treating the wizard as harmless entertainment while the other guy - supposedly a man of God - was a much less attractive proposition. One person in the crowd summed it up when he said: "I know who I'd rather have a cup of tea with," which got murmers of agreement.

It was funny to watch, but in a 'car-crash' kind of way - we cringed as he made a bigger fool of himself, and he didn't even have to wear a black pointy hat to look stupid. The wizard, in his defence, countered every argument eloquently and never reduced himself to the other man's level. Eventually, having been told off by one parent about his language, and shoved by a couple of kids ("They're just Maoris! Maaaoorris!" he protested as if they didn't count), angry red-faced man wandered off to sell the word of God elsewhere, but not before one last reproach to the crowd: "You're all lost, all of you!"

"And you've found the way then have you?" I answered back. "It looks like you've really landed on your feet!"

After the impromptu street performance we took a walk around a block, just to see what the shops were like. For the most part, the shops were all pretty ordinary, but the shops along New Regent Street were really special - it was as if this street had been designed in another European country and slotted into place, complete with the tram line that ran through it.



The shop frontages of New Regent Street. 

We then made our way up the Cathedral tower. If there's a tower/spire/monument to climb anywhere that we visit, we have to do it. From the top we could see, among other things, the wizard making his way home for the day in his two-faced car. It was surreal from that high up, looking like he'd reversed in a big S-curve all the way out onto a main road. Actually, the whole last hour had been a little surreal.

The Botanic Gardens



Moving on from Cathedral Square, we walked over Worcester Bridge, complete with its old red, wood-panelled telephone boxes (are we sure we're not in England? In the 1940s?!) and then further on to the Botanic Gardens. Yep, we'd only just been to our last Botanic Gardens visit in Wellington, but this looked promising. Maybe it's because it's further south, but the colours here were much more vivid. We barely scratched the surface, really, at these gardens, covering perhaps an eighth of the total area before the light started to fade and grey clouds speeded up our exit. I'm no botanist, and can only just about tell the difference between a tree and a shrub, but these gardens were really worth a look.

Manda took a photo of me standing in front of one of the red maple trees, and positioned me in such a way just to look silly (like that's difficult):



But then I got her back, so we're all square. Hey, nice ear muffs!



And that pretty much was it for the day: little reminders of England, a wizard defending himself against a pickled would-be preacher and a walk in the garden. Maybe we'll do it all again tomorrow.
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On A Clear Day You Can See the Alps
Manda writes:

All that walking from yesterday finally caught up with us today. Our calve muscles were aching as a result of yesterday's mission to try to squeeze in as many tourist attractions as we possibly could in one day. When we dropped in to the hostel reception this morning, we had already planned our day's itinerary - wanting to give our feet a rest, we'd planned to take a bus to the Botanic Gardens first. However, like most of the itineraries we come up with, this did not go according to plan and the receptionist suggested that we visit a place called Port Hills instead. She convinced us that with clear blue skies, it was an ideal day to take in the vista of Christchurch and the southern Alps from above. As keen tourists, we immediately put away thoughts of a lazy day and accompanying aches & pains and just went with the flow.

Port Hills is about 10km from the city and we took the Number 28 bus, followed by a gondola ride to the top. As promised, we were not disappointed and enjoyed the spectacular views. We could see the Alps clearly in the distance (although there was little snow to speak of) and Christchurch in the foreground. We also saw the port town of Lyttelton and the Pacific Ocean. Apparently, Port Hills is an extinct volcano and this explains the dramatic scenery. It was definitely worth the trip even though the gondola ride was a little on the expensive side.



Lyttelton Harbour and Quail Island, as viewed from the top of Port Hills. 

Waiting for the bus, I realised that I had lost one of my gloves ... and my hat. Darn it! Retracing our footsteps in my mind, I came to the conclusion that I'd left my hat on the bus and the glove, well, I had no idea when this went missing. Maybe it was lying on a street somewhere, maybe it was back at the hostel, who knows?! Ian told the bus driver about the missing hat and he radioed through to the other drivers on the Number 28 route. Eventually, the location of my missing hat was located - it was still on the bus that took us to the gondola station. To my surprise, the two bus drivers agreed to exchange my hat on-route. I was very impressed with the service! I was a happy bunny again - but there was still the matter of the missing glove!

Back at Cathedral Square, we saw the wizard again. Ian had wanted to take a close-up photo of the eccentric's double-fronted' car and here it is (how weird does this look?):



The wizard's two-fronted VW Beetle. 

"People must do a double take when they are queuing up behind you," Ian commented. "Ah yes, but the expression on their faces when I over-take is even better," replied the wizard, who had a wardrobe change for the day, donning a white druid-looking cloak. "It's going to be a hot day today, hence the white outfit", he added, clocking our curious expressions. We stayed to listen to him begin his rantings for the day and chuckled when he announced his website address (www.wizard.gen.nz). Mr Wizard, famous for his ranting and raving, has a web address too! Excellent!

The next port of call was the Arts Centre. As we walked into the courtyard, we could see the lovely Gothic buildings. These buildings formerly housed the University of Canterbury but has since been transformed to an arts and crafts complex. There are many cafés on the grounds. I was a little surprised to hear Bob Marley's "We're jammin'" as I first entered one of the courtyards, but the mellow sounds seemed appropriate for the peaceful settings. 

We went back to the Botanic Gardens once more and covered all the areas we had missed yesterday - oh, and the bits that we had already covered too for good measure (hey, the light was better today anyway!). The gardens were full with orange, yellow and red leaves - displaying the full autumn range! We had fun throwing leaves in to the air and watching them falling to the ground - life's little pleasures! Ian was a little cagey about having his photo taken and checked the background first as a result of yesterday's photo (see yesterday's post). 



Manda sitting on carpet of leaves in Christchurch Botanic Gardens. 

As we walked back to the hostel, Ian spotted my missing glove lying on the side of the road. Result! I went from having to replace hat and gloves to having them both back by the end of the day. Now how many times does that happen?
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Anyone for Pancakes?
Manda writes:

Waiting in the hostel lounge this morning for the car rental company to pick us up was pure torture! Not from impatience (even though matey was 2 hours late picking us up) but from the smell and sound of cooking bacon. Someone in the adjoining kitchen was, by the sound of things, cooking up a storm. Not good when you are hungry and cannot taste the end result!

Having inhaled our fill of bacon, the car rental guy eventually rolled up and put his delay down to traffic congestion. Perhaps a reasonanble explanation in some cities but with a population of 3.9 million people in the whole of New Zealand, making that 14 people per square kilometre, and the fact that this is the beautiful tranquil town of Christchurch, me thinks he hadn't set his alarm clock last night! Still, we were in no hurry and didn't make a fuss about this.

"Why is it that everytime you are hungry, there is always someone cooking bacon around you?", I commented to the car rental guy, "It simply shouldn't be allowed!". At this point, he divulged some local knowledge, "Ah, there is an excellent pie shop next door to our premises". Smashing, it was nearly lunchtime afterall! Matey put on the kettle and off we went next door. 

The pie shop had a lot more choice than I was expecting. As well as the standard meat pies you'd normally see, there were a few extras including chicken satay, sweet and sour pork, turkey and cranberry, goat and blue cheese, jugged hare and port, emu etc. Pie shop? More like a cross between a trendy café and a bakery!

Once the pies had been eaten and paperwork completed, we headed out of town in our two-berth campervan. Don't tell Ethel this (Ethel is our 1975 VW Kombi who is still hanging around in Sydney) but this van is well set up for travellers. There is a sink, gas stove, fan heater and all the cabinets doors have great locking mechanisms that secure everything in nicely, stopping the odd tin of Ravioli from rolling out on those harsh bends.

We headed west, through the mountainous region of Arthurs Pass. The road we took almost ran parallel to the TranzAlpine train route, connecting Christchurch to the west. Impossible to capture on any medium, other than seeing it with your very own eyes, is the sheer height of these mountains (the highest peak being Mount Murchison at 2,400m). Needless to say, we kept taking photo stops along the way.



Rocks at Panukaiki, West Coast. 

We arrived at Punakaiki just in time for sunset. Punakaiki is well known for the Pancake Rocks and Blowholes. Limestone rocks have eroded into what looks like stacks of thin pancakes. Every now and then, when the waves came crashing in through the caverns beneath these rocks, water would be squirted out through blowholes. We didn't actually get to see this at high tide when the blowholes would apparently, look geyser-like. 



Panukaiki's Pancake Rocks. 

I noticed that the local café had incorporated the tourist attraction in a good marketting ploy - a stack of pancakes served with maple syrup, fruit and coffee was on offer for around $10. Unfortunately, we didn't get to taste this as they were closed. We chuckled when we read the 'Opening hours' sign:

'Basically we open at about 8am but sometimes as late as 9 or 10am or sometimes not at all. 

Usually we close about 6 or 7pm but sometimes as early as 3 or 4pm or as late as 11pm.

Some days we don't open or some afternoons but lately I have been here most of the time except when I have been away'.

Now how can you argue with that?!
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Walking On Thick Ice
Manda writes:

A trip to the glaciers was the plan for today. It's amazing to think that the ice is actually moving - not so rapid that the eye can see but significant enough to transport a plane down to the bottom. Apparently, in 1943, a plane crashed into Franz Josef glacier and six and a half years later it had travelled 3.5 km down to the bottom - making the average speed, 1.5m a day.

Ian and I joined an organised tour where our chirpy guide, Kate, took us on to the Franz Josef glacier. Whilst we could get a good view from the valley, we thought that the best way to see more of the detail would be to actually walk on it. We took the only option available to us - the half day tour which lasted four hours. We had initially wanted to go for the whole day excursion but the group had already left. The other option, a helicopter ride, would have also been good but this was out of our price range.

Once we had been kitted up with gloves, socks, hiking boots, spikes and raincoat, it was time to head on. A bus took us to the start of our trek where we crossed rainforest and a stone-filled valley. An hour later, we arrived at the terminal face (base of the glacier). The group was then split into two - fast paced or moderate speed. We opted for the fast one as we are both fit (at least we thought we were!) and there was a better chance that we'd get to see more interesting formations if we got further up the glacier.



Heading up further into the glacier. 

Walking on ice was a strange feeling initially as I wasn't sure how well the spikes would work. After a while, I realised that these things really did grip the ice well and moved on rapidly to keep up with the rest of the group. Although the uphill stretches were hard work in places, I found them relatively easier than the downhill ones. On the way down, gravity takes over and every step you take has to be a quick, confident yet careful one. This can get tricky!

Every now and then, Kate would use her axe to carve a step out where the slope was too smooth and steep. I managed to get a good photo of Ian with Kate's axe in the background. It looks like he is being attacked by it (I've developed a nack for taking jokey photos of Ian!).



It's behind you!

We were on the ice for about two hours and in that time we saw lovely ice formations and walked through spectacular blue caves and crevasses. The scenery was amazing and as usual, we took lots of photos.





We heard on Kate's radio that two people had dropped out from the other group. They were having problems negotiating the slippery slopes. It can be disconcerting when your foot slips every now and then and this was probably too much for them. It just goes to show that walking on thick ice can be just as difficult as walking on thin ice! 
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Ice 'n' Easy (Taking the Lazy Way up Fox Glacier)
"That's cheating!" I said, pointing up at the helicopters flying overhead as we trudged our way up Franz Josef glacier. That was two days ago, and I'd had something of a change of heart since then. 

Every now and then an opportunuity arises - at a cost - and you feel that you have to seize that opportunity and say to hell with the consequences/credit card bill. That's why I found myself at 7am paying very close attention to the morning skies over the town situated at the foot of Fox Glacier, still trying to decide if the weather would be to our favour. The sky began a greyish colour, but as the sun rose it was clear that it wasn't cloud, it was just that transitional stage between night and day. Soon the grey turned to light blue and I knew we were good to go - we were gonna go on a heli-hike!

To back-track just a little, we had already been up on Franz Josef glacier two days previously, leaving there just yesterday. Even then, we only got as far as Fox glacier (or the town of Fox) just 23km further south. We turned off to take a walk around Lake Matheson, a location billed as the perfect place to get picture-postcard views of Mt Tasman and Mt Cook. And boy were they right on the money with that description:



Mt Tasman and Mt Cook as viewed from Lake Matheson.

We then stayed around town trying to decide whether we could justify the cost of going up in a helicopter. All the scenic flights were quite expensive for the time up in the air (the cheapest was around £50 for a 10-minute flight). Better value were the heli-hikes - a flight further up the glacier, where you can be dropped in the clean, less-visited sections of ice and then spend a couple of hours trudging around before being picked up and taken back to the valley below. The trouble was that we'd missed all of those for the day. So, we decided rather than heading off out of town, then regretting the decision later, we stayed for one more night so that we could see what the weather might bring. And then decide ...

The weather had been forecasted to turn cloudier and perhaps give us some rain but here I was at 7:30am looking at blue skies, struggling to find a hint of cloud. Game on! I went straight over to the glacier hike company, Alpine Guides, and got us in for the 9am slot.

In our time off over the last 5 months, we've covered a lot of air miles and been in a few planes, but standing near the helipad, watching the helicopter start up and feeling the wind from the rotor blades I was pretty excited. This would be a first for me - I've always wondered what it must feel like to take a ride in one of these machines! Manda and I were lucky to get front row seats and as soon as we had climbed aboard, strapped ourselves in and donned our headphones the pilot was peeling away from the ground and pointing us, slightly-nose down, up the valley and over the glacier.

Wow.

Sometimes a one-word paragraph can say it all. But you know me and detail, right? The other day, as we had worked our way up Franz Josef glacier we had little notion of the glacier's movement, other than it went down the valley in its own lumbering way. From the helicopter, we could see right across the huge ice flow and what must have looked like walls of ice from foot level could be seen as distinct patterns from the air - striations, if you like - which hinted at the glacier's slow but relentless journey from its source thousands of feet higher and a few kilometres back. It was so difficult to get a sense of scale. What looked like puddles were large water-filled cravasses and I didn't spot anyone on the ice. Did that mean people were not there or they were simply dwarfed by the scale of the landscape? As we came in to land on the ice, finally the location of our guides was revealed by the pilot and I realised just how inconsequential they were on the massive tongue of ice below us.



Patterns you can only see from the air. Note that the width in this photo is roughly 1km wide.

For the next couple of hours we worked our way around the ice, passing by a few ice caves and an ice tunnel. These are formed by opposing flows of ice which cause it the arch up. Then the wind and elements start to take over, carving smooth holes through the middle until it all collapses and the process begins elsewhere. Thankfully, the guides knew where to find some that were big enough to stand under or clamber through, but had not yet reached their use-by dates.





 

All-in-all, I preferred the experience today to that at Franz Josef, mainly because the ice was cleaner, there were some more interesting structures to see and there were so few people there. Ours was the only group at that part, and it felt great to be there in such fantastic conditions. Oh, and of course there was the comfortable helicopter ride vs a 2km slog to the base of the glacier (as we'd done at Franz Josef). 



The helicopter arrives to take us back down to the valley below. 

So to all those people who might have been pointing up at the red and white helicopter containing Manda and I and the other hikers calling us cheats I say just this: "Hah! How are your legs?!" This heli-hike stuff rocks!
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A Mind-boggling Time in Wanaka
Manda writes:

As we approached Wanaka, the first thing we noticed (don't think anyone could fail to notice really!) was Puzzling World. With a leaning clock tower and its huge sign, made up of four tilted houses, this landmark stands out prominently even from a distance. Not just a playground for children, it promises to keep adults entertained too.



Ian fleeing from the falling tower. 

As soon as we walked through to the indoor reception, our attention was drawn straight to the tables by the café area. In front of every seat is a puzzle of some kind e.g. fitting irregular shapes into a square, separating two metal sculptures from each other etc. We played with a few of these before taking on the challenge of a 3-D maze.



Which way now?

The giant 3-D maze can take between thirty minutes to two and a half hours to complete. The aim is to visit each of the four coloured corner towers and then make it to the exit. It's not all on one level either - the bridges and walkways conceal parts of the wooden-framed maze beneath you, making it even more difficult to work out whether you are on the right path. After ten minutes of haphazard attempts, we put our heads together and came up with a strategy. It paid off and we were out of there in 27 minutes! Not bad, even equalling the cleaner's usual time around the maze, we were later told! 

The toilets at Puzzling World are interesting too. Behind a partition wall, with signage indicating gents to the left and ladies to the right, both paths eventually lead to a communal area. There is a mural in front, showing Romans using these Roman style toilets. Either side of the wall are display toilets and due to perpective and expectation, you initially think that this is a communal toilet when you first walk in. But then, you spot the two doorways where the real toilet facilities are. It was fun watching peoples' shocked expressions as they walked through, and then seeing their expressions of realisation afterwards. We had a lot of fun posing for jokey photos here. 



"Hey mate, d'ya wanna borrow some toilet paper?"

Back in the warmth of the café, we had a go with more puzzles on the table tops. The room was almost full but it was very quiet as cafés go. People were deeply engrossed in their current brain-teaser. Every now and then, we'd hear a cheer or a despondent sigh of frustration. It was interesting watching adults snatch puzzles from their friends/partners' hands, having given up on their own one. It was like being back at school! This was further reinforced when I spotted Ian asking one of the café staff for clues about a particular puzzle. She gave him some advice and said she'd be back to check on progress! Once he'd worked it out, she praised him - what happened to the gold star sticker though?!

We went into a puzzling centre which showcased a number of holograms, trick-of-perspective sets and a roomful of portraits that appeared to follow you around the room. Very spooky to see a wall full of Albert Einsteins watching your every move!



Manda in a forced-perspective room. No camer or Photoshop trickery was involved here. Nor were any animals harmed. 

We left with a couple of puzzles, including a Rubix cube, from the souvenir shop. It makes me feel old when I hear kids say they don't know what a Rubix cube is or that they've never heard of ET! I say re-instate the cube and the big-eyed alien!

A quick trip around Lake Wanaka before heading to Queenstown. Apparently, Wanaka is a good spot to view the autumn colours but we'd missed it (the autumn colour, not the lake!). Trees had shed the majority of their leaves and even though we could still see some colour, I'm sure it would have looked even prettier a few weeks ago. Oh well, we'll have to save this for another trip back to New Zealand!
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Arrowtown in the Autumn
On the way to Queenstown yesterday I had passed a turn-off to a place called Arrowtown, but just kept going because we were so close to Queenstown it seemed foolish to stop. As it turns out it would be foolish for any visitor to New Zealand not to see Arrowtown. Or at least, when the weather is this good and the autumn colours this rich.



Sheep on the road from Queenstown to Arrowtown. 

Arrowtown is around 20 km from Queenstown, and I first read about it in the Lord of the Rings (LOTR) location guidebook. Like most of the locations, though, it had drifted in and out of memory and I couldn't remember why it was significant (this is the problem with all guidebooks, really - place names and photos don't really mean an awful lot until you get there and get your bearings). All we knew about the place as we headed back there was that it was an old gold mining town and that it looked like a movie set. The last comment could not be more true, but more on that later.

We followed the road in to town and found a parking spot near the Arrow River. I then picked up the LOTR guidebook and read up on why this place was significant:

"Park in the area behind the main street and walk down to the adjacent riverbank"

So instructed the guidebook. I looked up and realised that we had parked in exactly the right spot and glancing over to the river I could see the location where, in The Fellowship of the Ring, Arwen was riding away from the Nazgûl with Frodo on the back (moments before sending a flood down river). We then followed the guidebook's instructions to walk 200m up river to the precise location where the scene was filmed and we spotted a couple of groups of people checking the place out too. Given that we had crossed the river and walked a little out of the way to be there, it suggested that these people too had been following directions in the LOTR guidebook, and sure enough as we passed them I spotted a lady referring to the book. The author of that book must be laughing all the way to the bank - everywhere we go we see this for sale. It is now one half of the New Zealand visitor's essential reading (the other half being the Lonely Planet).



The Arrow River, Arrowtown.

We spent some time walking up and down the river, trying to capture the scene then headed over to the restored Chinese settlement (where Chinese came during the gold rush years in the 1800s). Here we saw the little stone shacks that they lived in which were very simple but still kind of homely (or they would be with a fire on). All around the trees were shedding their leaves and leaving carpets of yellow and orange; those trees that did still have a covering of bright yellow were contrasting brilliantly with the bright blue sky. It was the perfect autumn day in one of the prettiest places in New Zealand, but still very cold for us!



Autumn leaves, Arrowtown.

The town itself is, like the Lonely Planet described it, much like a film set. Every building along the main street had its own character and it truly felt like we were back in one of the purpose-built sets at Universal Studios, but with everything coming to life. There was a real buzz today in particular because the town was having its annual autumn festival. Down the end of main street the local schoolchildren were putting on some kind of performance, watched by rows of seated senior citizens (proud grandparents or just locals from the old folks' home?). It all helped to reinforce a general happy vibe in the town. We had something to eat and sat in the sun while a lady opposite sat on the grass feeding her dog ice cream from a cone. The dog was having a great day too.



Main Street in Arrowtown. 



We left Arrowtown shortly after lunch then made our way a few kilometres further out towards the Kawarau suspension bridge, which is better known as the AJ Hacket bungee bridge. At 43m depth it's not the biggest bungee in the world (or even New Zealand), but it is one of the most famous. Those who do feel the inclination to strap a piece of rubber to their ankles and hurtle to the ground can do much worse than this place - the view is stunning, and the colour of the water in this river a beautiful aqua. And for anyone jumping, they can expect to see the water very close up (a dunking may be on the cards). And no, we didn't try the bungee for ourselves.

Our last adventure for the day was a gondola ride up over the hill (Bob's Peak) that overlooks Queenstown. Yep, another gondola ride (that is the suspended cable-car gondola, not the boat gondola like you'd see in Venice, in case you were wondering). We'd already been up in gondolas in Port Hills (Christchurch) and Rotorua in New Zealand, but the views you can get are stunning, so up the hill we headed once more. We got there just as the sun was setting behind us, and the mountain range opposite - the Remarkables - was only partially lit and fading fast. It was also ICY cold up there. Capital letters were justified there, I assure you!



Queenstown from above. 

The rest of the evening was spent trying to sort out some problems that can affect you more as a long-distance/duration traveller, namely trying to re-order a cashpoint card that has been irretrievably lost in an ATM (and then get it sent round the world to an ever-moving target - me!) and also discovering that your credit card has been blocked because of a missed payment and not replying to the various letters sent as reminders. Ouch. It's just as well that I brought a few cards with me, eh?!
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Who Are You? And How Are You?
Ian writes:

We've been on the road for around 5 months and have been trying our best to keep this site updated. Mostly it's for ourselves, secondly for family and friends, then for anyone else who stumbles across it and enjoys reading it or finds some other useful piece of information.

We've just clocked up over 10,000 visits. Not a huge amount, but a milestone all the same. However, it has prompted me to ask just who these visits are from? We know that there are a lot of people who get to the site from a Google search (hello there!). Perhaps some people bookmark the site and come back again later, who knows? Not us, as we have scant statistics on that front.

We can, of course, get an indication of our regular readers by the comments that are left, but these have dried up a little of late. Are you still out there? Or are we getting boring now?!

So, a little request - instead of us bombarding everyone with facts and words, how about you telling us about yourself? Are you a regular reader? Are you someone we've met? Someone who's just stumbled across the site and come back to it? Perhaps you're family? Whatever, leave a comment and let us know who our audience is - we'd love to hear from you for a change!
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Location: Middle Earth (aka Deer Park Heights)
It's so easy to think, when watching the Lord of the Rings movies, that it must all have been filmed in largely inaccessible and remote locations. Some scenes were, for sure, but some of the more memorable scenes in The Two Towers were filmed just 10 minutes away from Queenstown in a place called Deer Park Heights. How close? How about this:



Deer Park Heights is free to walkers but costs $20 for car drivers. If that seems steep, so are the roads, so you'll not regret paying the dollars, trust me. Along the way up to the summit are various animals that either look at you dumbly as you drive by, as if you're the first person in a car to take that route. Not surprisingly, there are quite a lot of sheep roaming the hills, and our first stop of the day was to buy a tin of sheep nuts and feed the woolly soon-to-be sunday roasts. For a dollar you get a full tin - a tin large enough for a sheep to get its head in, we know this for a fact - but don't just waste it on the sheep. We spent quite some time feeding the sheep, teasing the sheep (I walked around rattling the tin as a group of 8 sheep followed me, like I was the Pied Piper of Hamlin or something) and throwing the food over a fenced area to a group of testy horses and the world's ugliest looking pigs. To think we came all the way round the world to feed a bunch of animals we could see in any farm in the UK. Exotic, eh?



Manda feeding the sheep ...



... and Ian teasing the sheep.



"I'm the king of the world! I mean sheep!"

We continued up the stony tracks until we met our next feedees - a group of goats. This lot really tried our patience. They knew the sound of the rattling tin all too well, and were all over us like stink on goat poo. It began with some agitated noises (something like a cross between a burp and a bark) and then seconds later the larger goats were standing up and putting their hooves on my chest. With that I dropped the tin, and they were all after it, scrum-down style (even the goats are into rugby over here). I tried to get the tin back, discovering that it was also large enough for a goat to get its head right into. It was a real struggle trying to pull the goat out of this tin - both arms around the neck, pulling as hard as I could - but I eventually managed to retrieve it, conscious that just one angry goat could do a lot of damage with his horns given how close I was to the scrum. We decided not to encourage them any further and carried on past the deer, a pair of curious-looking llamas who weren't inclined to move off the stony track for a trifling Toyota Hiace until we got to the eastern summit.

The Remarkables

The view from Deer Park Heights is phenomenal: 360 degrees all round, taking in Queenstown, Frankton and The Remarkables mountain range. The Remarkables are definitely appropriately named, but we felt a little cheated not seeing them with snowy caps (as all the pictures in all the guide books and postcards show). However, even without the snow the following picture might seem familiar to Lord of the Rings fans:



The Remarkables range, Queenstown. 

Need a little help? In The Two Towers, the Rohan refugees were seen making their way round this small patch of water, with the mountains in the background, shortly before being attacked by the orcs riding wargs. All of the battle scenes were filmed here, including the ledge that Aragorn was dragged over (only the ledge is only a few deep on the other side - no river below!). We stayed for a while, taking photos of each other supposedly clinging on to the cliff for dear life.



Ian trying to look like he's clinging on to the cliff for dear life, not standing on a soft patch of grass just below this piece of rock. 

We made our way around both the eastern and western summits, constantly spotting photo opportunities, before heading back down again, once more passing the bad-tempered goats (I filmed another couple getting a tin of food, blissfully unaware what was about to happen to them). We still had some food to give away, so the sheep got fed/teased one more time. Amazingly, we managed to spend almost 4 hours on this hill, feeding, taking photos and imagining scenes from Lord of the Rings.

Glenorchy

We then made tracks for a place called Glenorchy, another place listed as a LOTR location. On the way from Queenstown to Glenorchy are some first-rate views across Lake Wakatipu - a very scenic drive indeed.



Once we got to Glenorchy we tried to get to the location that Isengard was filmed. Admittedly, it would not look anything like the film (after all, the tower was all digitally added), but it was still worth a go. Then it was back to Queenstown once more, desperately hoping that we would not run out of petrol (Glenorchy's only petrol station had closed for the evening and we spent the last 15 minutes watching the fuel warning light come on and off depending what angle we were on the road). We'd done most of what we wanted to in Queenstown, and so at 7:30pm we decided to make tracks for Milford Sound, just under 300km away. Any travel that we could do tonight would reduce travel time tomorrow.

Apr 30, 2004

This Sound's Like a Fjord
We awoke at 7am to the sound of engines very near the camper van. The spot we'd chosen last night (not a holiday park) was a layby with a loop circuit just off a main road and it didn't look like anyone would bother us or move us along. Hearing that engine, though, I wondered if it was the best spot. As I pulled the curtain back to the driver's compartment, I found myself staring straight at the grill of a large truck and panicked, thinking that we were blocking the way. However, he had just parked up in front of us and appeared to be busy with something. The tin shack next to our van evidently housed some kind of pump, as he reeled out a hosepipe and began washing off the back of his truck. Then it became clear where we had stopped: this was a facility for drivers to clear out their animal trucks. Imagine 30-40 sheep in the back, tramping about in their own mess. Occassionally you'd want to give the truck a rinse out, wouldn't you? As we got the van ready for more driving, I noticed a rank smell in the air that I'd somehow missed the evening before. We were underway in no time!

The Milford Road

We still had roughly 150kms until Milford Sound, and passed through Te Anau and Te Anau Downs, then the scenery just got more spectacular as we neared our target. There was a slightly hair-raising experience as we went through Homer Tunnel (a tunnel carved right through the mountain range at a fairly steep downhill gradient). Even with my headlights on and in a low gear I felt like a kid sitting on a runaway go-kart careering down the village's steepest hill! We came through the other side unscathed, negotiated some hairpin bends down to flatter ground and were soon in Milford Sound. Ironically, the route from Glenorchy totalled about 350kms, yet on the map Glenorchy and Milford are just 40kms apart. When we arrived in Queenstown a few days back we'd crossed down into the 45th parallel (south), and today we were back in the 44th again. It seemed like a ludicrous detour, but unless you plan on flying or cruising down the west coast there's no other option. Actually, that's not totally correct - you could hike from Glenorchy to Milford, but I was talking about what most 'normal' people would do for a spot of sight-seeing ;-)

Milford Sound - Actually it's a Fjord

Yes, this is true. It was incorrectly named as a 'sound', but Milford is definitely a fjord, the result of millenia of glacial wear and tear. 



Milford Sound. I mean fjord.

Once the huge glacier receeded at the end of the last ice age, the rising seas back-flooded the vast space left. The waters now are very calm, as the millions of tonnes of rocks dragged along by the glacier were left at the mouth of the glacier, creating a natural breakwall. 

The area also receives a very high rainfall - about 7-9 metres per year, and, combined with the calm waters and surrounding vegetation a very interesting effect takes place. A layer of freshwater that is heavily coloured by the vegetation sits on top of the salt water, creating a dark and still environment for marine life. Because of this, Milford Sound has naturally occurring marine life that is normall seen at much lower depths. As part of the 3-hour cruise that we booked, we visited an underwater observatory - Milford Deep - a cylindrical chamber that bobs around in the water, tethered to the granit banks. From there (10 metres under the surface) we could see black coral which, we were informed, is not normally seen anywhere above 70 metres. Ironically, one of the conditions that enable this - the darkness caused by the dark freshwater - was not present today. Recent winds and a lack of rainfall had caused the fresh water layer to be blown away, and so the lighting was excelent. Well, for us it was, but not the coral!



Black coral, growing at 10 metres depth in Milford Sound. Yes, I know that it's white. Blame the scientists! (In fact, it's not actually coral, so the name's doubly wrong ... but that's another story).

Our cruise took us on a fairly straightforward route down towards the mouth of the fjord, where Milford Sound meets the Tasman Sea. The rain held off for yet another day here, with only a few spots during the course of a few minutes. I couldn't help but think that, overall, we have been incredibly lucky with the New Zealand weather. Here we were in a place that receives so much rain (more than 200 days a year) but the worst we got was a light drizzle and some cloud. Heck, I got wetter from the boat's close-up inspection of Stirling Falls (three times the height of Niagara Falls, but about as thin and insignificant as my wallet)!



Basking in the refreshing spray from Stirling Falls.

Milford Sound is a beautiful location and one that anyone visiting New Zealand should try to fit in. One word of advice to anyone planning such a trip: fill up with petrol at Te Anau! There are no petrol stations between Te Anau and Milford, and it's a 150km round trip. Luckily, we'd filled up at Queenstown the day before, and the fuel tank on our hired van is a decent size, but it would be so easy to get caught short on the Milford Road.

We headed back to Te Anau for civilisation, a powered camp site free of drivers hosing off sheep sh*t and a nice cup of tea.



Milford Sound - as the day comes to an end and Ian starts whacking a B&W filter on the digi camera.

May 01, 2004

Manda and the Chocolate Factory
Manda writes:

Ian and I arrived at Dunedin in the afternoon and the first thing we did was head straight for Cadbury World. Described in the guide books as a themed chocolate tourist attraction, it had no problems luring in a couple of travellers with a penchant for sweet things. The Cadbury factory was opened in the early 1930s and has only recently opened its doors to the general public. 



Cadburys factory, Dunedin. 

We hadn't pre-booked tickets and were extremely lucky to get places on the last tour of the day. Holding the admission ticket in my hand, I knew how Charlie felt, holding his golden Wonka bar ticket! I was really looking forward to the next two hours.

But first things first, we had to wear these funny white caps (that looked like shower caps) to cover our hair. We were heading into an industrial worksite after all! Some of the men had to wear masks to cover up their beards/moustaches too. With everyone looking as if they had aged another fifty years, we were now ready to set foot in the factory.



Ian and Manda sporting the lovely Cadburys hair nets. 

We were told that no photos were allowed after this point. With a brief security run down, it was all beginning to sound serious. However, the mind is fickle and with a chocolate bar, an empty goodie bag and the promise of more to come, our opinions soon swayed!

As soon as the factory doors were opened, our senses were overwhelmed by the smell of melted chocolate. It was a nice comforting smell and one that I could quite easily get used to. After we had been given a quick overview of the chocolate life-cycle, we were taken over to one of the operational conveyor belts. By the time the belt had reached the end of the line, it was covered with chocolate buttons. If it were not for the railings, I'd probably have reached out to grab a few under the pretext of quality control! No such luck - we were handed another chocolate bar instead. 

After seeing the chocolate packaged up and the warehouse where it was all stored, our guide took us up to one of the disused silos. Normally, these would contain kibble (crushed cocoa beans) but this one was a special tourist silo. With a flick of a switch, our guide sent one tonne of liquid chocolate, crashing down from a great height into a container below us. It was like a waterfall; very loud and very entertaining. Fortunately, everyone left without any splashes - not so lucky, according to our guide, for all the top bods of Cadburys who had got a drenching at the pilot showing of this tourist feature.

Another four chocolate bars later, we were almost ready to leave. But not before I overheard our guide ask a young girl, "So, what's your favourite chocolate bar then?" After a few seconds, as the girl pondered the question, she replied, "Terry's". Wrong answer!

May 02, 2004

We've Done Dunedin!
Manda writes:

I woke up feeling achy this morning. Ian parked the van on a slope last night (near one of Dunedin's main lookouts, Signal Hill) and I spent most of the night waking up and crawling back up to my pillow. Ian, too, had a restless night as he kept sliding down in his sleeping bag - an experience not too dissimilar from a trip on the luge. Note to self: check parking spot to make sure that 1) we are not parked next to sheep cr*p and 2) we are not trying to immitate the Tower of Pisa! :-)

Since we were in the general vicinity, our first stop was Signal Hill, a lookout point above the town. It was a nice enough view as views go. To be honest, I was a little preoccupied as I'd spotted a 'vulture' eying up an abandoned car for spare parts for his old banger. He seemed to pay some interest in our rental van too! Time to make a sharp exit.

We drove across to the highest point on the Otago Peninsula to visit New Zealand's only castle - Larnach Castle. Built by JWM Larnach in 1871, this is an architectural beauty and is surrounded by panoramic scenery. We could even see Dunedin and the Otago Harbour from here. We took a walk around the grounds but didn't actually go inside the castle. 



Larnach Castle, Dunedin. 

While in the gardens, a stray cat approached Ian. He bent down and stroked it. Not the usual thing Ian would do as he is more of a dog-person. But Zorro, Ted and Barbara's neighbour's cat (long story: check out our Auckland posts) seems to have broken the spell! He is beginning to warm to cats now!



Back on the mainland, the next stop was Baldwin Street. This famous street is listed in the Guiness Book of Records as the steepest street in the world. Ian walked, correction, jogged up to the top and back down again. I had the easier task of taking photos and recording all on to film from the base of the hill. 



Baldwin Street, listed as the world's steepest street. 

Ian adds: OK, I only jogged up part of the hill, and it had nothing to do with my physical prowess (what!?) but more to do with the fact that if I was gonna get to the top of that darn steep hill, I intended to get it done as soon as I could. As it happens, my legs were like jelly when I next climbed out of the van some 20 minutes after leaving Baldwin Street!

We then headed back in to the centre of Dunedin to see what other attractions the information centre could suggest at almost 4pm on a Sunday. The answer was none, so we made do with taking photos of the older buildings around town. This is no bad thing, actually, as Dunedin has some lovely old buildings, not least the railway station and St Paul's Cathedral. The city has a very strong Scottish background that it is very proud of: in the centre of 'The Octogan' (instead of a boring old square!) is a statue of Robert Burns. In fact, the name Dunedin is Gaelic for 'Edinburgh'. Having been to Edinburgh, it became clear why so many of the street names in Dunedin seemed familar. Once we'd grabbed our photos, I concluded that we'd pretty much 'done Dunedin'.



St Pauls Cathedral and Dunedin Town Hall. 

May 04, 2004

Across the Tasman Valley
Yesterday was another of those days set aside for driving. We didn't actually make tracks until after midday. It wasn't the most scenic drive we'd been on, and as we made our way west from Timaru, further towards our goal for the day (Mt Cook), the sky turned grey and the rain began to come down. Eventually, I decided I'd had enough of squinting through the windscreen and found somewhere to pull over for the night. It was gonna be a cold night without a heater, but we had made good progress - at a conservative guess, we were probably only 30km from the nearest point to Mt Cook by road.

In case you are not aware, Mt Cook is the largest mountain in the Southern Alps, and most mountain climbers from this part of the world aspire to get to the summit. Unfortunately quite a few have died in the process of getting there in the last few months and years. We certainly weren't going to have a problem on that front (as we had no intention of climbing to the top!) - our greatest worry was running out of petrol.

So, this morning we woke up not knowing what to expect of the weather. One thing you can say about New Zealand is that the weather is unpredictable, so perhaps we should not have been surprised to wake up to clear skies above us. What was a surprise was that we also had some snow to look at - the rain that we were getting must have been a lot colder higher up. At last! Every time we'd seen mountain ranges so far, there was no snow. Now, on the day that we were heading to see Mt Cook, the snow had arrived and the sky was blue. I couldn't have asked for better conditions.



Mt Cook, South Island's biggest mountain.

We continued our drive into the mountains, stopping regularly on the way as each new white, snow-dusted peak was revealed to us around each bend, eventually reaching the end of the line - an alpine village that surrounds a hotel/complex called The Hermitage. We didn't even have time for a cup of coffee before getting ourselves booked on to a morning tour, a 4-Wheel Drive trip up into the Tasman Valley.

We found ourselves with 9 other tourists - all Japanese - and our guide/driver/resident joker Alan all squished into an old Toyota 4WD. Behind the car Alan was towing a vehicle with 8 little - but spongey-looking - wheels that he called an Argo. It looked like a kids toy, but we were later proven wrong.



Alan's Argo - a surprisingly hardy little vehicle. 

Alan is a real character. At 76 years old I'm not sure if I'd want to be doing this tour twice a day, but he'd not lost his sense of fun in any way. He certainly knew how to give the Japanese tourists a good chuckle (it turns out that 80% of his clients are Japanese, so he's had plenty of practice).

We managed to get a certain distance along a stoney track before it got too steep and rugged for the 4WD, and Alan got the 8-wheeler off the trailer. Did I mention it looked like a toy? Well, it certainly didn't handle like one! It was very deceiving - in this little vehicle you can get up some very steep inclines with rocks jutting out that would make most Land Rover owners have second thoughts (not that many of them actually take them off road, but that's another story); it can also turn on a dime, literally spinning on the spot (when the chain-driven wheels on each side are put in opposite directions).

We ventured further up a path (of sorts) and then came stage three of the trip - a clamber up a rocky wall, beyond which we were treated to clear views of Tasman Glacier (or the tail end of it), Tasman Lake and the range of mountains directly opposite. Alan had a bit of fun with us all, as he no doubt does on every tour, getting us all to shout "hello!" across the valley, just so that we could hear the echoes.



Manda in Tasman Valley, Tasman Glacier in the background. 



Lake Tasman - the result of the melting glacier.

We then made our way back, once more in the nippy little Argo and 4WD, just as it started to rain. As we came around Tasman Valley and back up towards the Hermitage we could see that the rain was getting worse, particularly over Mt Cook. We had seen it on our drive in to the area earlier, but now all we could see was a white-out. The wind was picking up too - the rain was almost going sideways. We considered ourselves lucky that we'd opted for the 10am tour and not the 2pm one.

We asked Alan whether he has anyone else help out during the busy season. "Oh yeah," he says, "I've got someone who helps out part-time. Young fella. 72, recently had a hip operation." It didn't strike me that there was any succession plan to 'Alan's 4WD Tours'.

Given the downturn in the weather, we had to cancel our plan to walk down Hooker Valley - a 4-hour return trip that offers unsurpassed views of Mt Cook. Maybe the weather would improve again tomorrow? We decided to head back down the road to the nearest place offering a powered site for the night. But first we just had to get through all these sheep:



May 06, 2004

Whale-Watching in Kaikoura
Manda writes: 

Kaikoura is well known for its abundance in marine life and today we were going to find out whether it lives up to its reputation! In particular, we had joined a whale-spotting tour and were feeling optimistic about seeing some. Waiting to board our catamaran, we could see dolphins swimming close to the shore - surely this must be a good sign!

As we rode the choppy waves (which surprisingly didn't feel rocky in this sturdy vessel), we were kept entertained with hi-tech video presentations describing why Kaikoura is a popular spot for marine life. The reason is down to the currents and the continental shelf formation. From the land, the ocean bed slopes down to around 90m and then plunges to depths greater than 900m. The cold and warm currents collide here and as they bounce off the continental shelf, they create an upwelling current that brings up nutrients from the ocean bed. This in turn makes it an ideal feeding ground for larger marine animals such as whales, dolphins, giant squid etc.

Equipped with radios and a hydrophone (an underwater microphone to pick up the sound of whales), our friendly crew took us out to see some big fish! Where's Dory, the whale-speaking Regal Tang in Finding Nemo, when you need her?!

We spotted two sperm whales, a pod of two hundred dusky dolphins and a couple of Albatrosses thrown in for good measure!

Whales

The whales were spectacular to watch and even from a distance, we could appreciate the sheer size of these mammals. However, what we saw was not a true representation of the actual size of these creatures. Only a small proportion of their bodies protrude above the water and we only saw two thirds of its length (full length of this whale: around 17m) and about a fifth of its depth (full depth: 2m). We watched the whale occasionally force water out of its blow hole for the ten minutes it stayed close to the surface. Once it had stocked up on air, the whale then dived back into the water, bringing up its previously hidden tail while doing so. This might be the only opportunity for us tourists to get the perfect shot of the tail in the air - at least, until the whale resurfaced an hour later. Did we get it? Did we ever! 



A sperm whale dives into the depths, raising its tail out of the water as it does so. 

Dolphins

The dolphins were a lot of fun to watch too. They always are! We'd already seen some bottlenose dolphins at Paihia (NZ North Island) and in Tangalooma (Australia) previously. On this occasion we saw dusky dolphins and I managed to take a photo of one of them in mid-air. These dolphins have very distinctive markings on their sides, almost as if they are related to the Orca (killer) whales - a flash of white on black down their sides.



A dusky dolphin leaps out of the water in Kaikoura. 

Apparently, you can go snorkeling with whales in some parts of Australia. That would be fantastic and a little scary at the same time too, I should imagine! Maybe something to try in the future, but for the moment, I was pleased that we had seen some of these great creatures.



We stayed in Kaikoura for the evening, and just grabbed something from the local supermarket for dinner - a tin of tuna to go with some pasta. And yes, it was dolphin-friendly - just like us!

May 08, 2004

Back to ChCh (Or Christchurch to non-locals)
With Kaikoura and the whole whale-watching thing pretty much done we didn't have much else to do in New Zealand (or so we thought) except head back for Christchurch where we began our tour of South Island and where we would end our stint in beautiful New Zealand. Kaikoura is not far from Christchurch (or ChCh as locals like to abbreviate it) - we got up late and didn't hurry down there. We made a brief stop on the way to check out the local seal colony (lazy looking, unphazed by tourists):



After the seal spotting we continued on to ChCh, and once we got there just stayed overnight in some quiet street (aren't camper vans great?).

The next day we had to pack up all our stuff and get the surrogate Ethel that had been our home for the last three weeks (almost) back to factory settings. Leave nothing behind. But before we took the van back to the rental place, we made our way over to see another person that we met in Turkey in 2002 (just as we had Ted and Barbara), namely Brent, an accountant who works for Heinz (aka Watties in NZ) and who could therefore correctly be labelled as a 'bean counter'.

Whatever you might think of accountants, Brent does not fit the mould. He's not a boring suit kind of guy, in fact he's quite the opposite, as anyone who was with us on our tour round Turkey will attest to. We had tried to get in touch when we first got to ChCh but he wasn't free, so we had to just try our luck at the tail end of our trip round NZ. Once we got to Brent's place we discovered that he had already made plans for the evening: "Ah, I'm having an anniversary do with my girlfriend (Jude), we're going out for a meal."

Oh dear. Talk about feeling like you're intruding ...

"But it's OK, you're welcome to come along."

Feeling better about the prospect now.

"Oh, we wouldn't want to intrude," says Manda. 

"It's not a problem," says Brent. "In fact I took the liberty of booking you a place anyway."

Suddenly it didn't feel like we were intruding and more like we were joining a happy band of people for a night out at a restaurant in ChCh. It now felt like a good way to end the NZ stint.

Our venue was a place called MyThai and Monkey Bar (I saw no monkeys), and we had a room to ourselves, which was perfect, because:

a. we were quite noisy

b. it had a whole bunch of cozy cushions that meant you could, after each course, just sprawl back until the next course arrived.

All in there were 10 of us there, and as the photos below suggest, everyone seemed to have a good time!



Jude (mouth open) and Brent (eyes shut) enjoying themselves at MyThai, Christchurch.



This really is quite an innocent photo. Sally (underneath) was ill, and Suzy (on top) was pretending to snog her (or to use a local term - 'pash her') ... but honestly it's all quite innocent. No really, it was!

It was a great way to finish our time in NZ - with a bunch of people whom we'd not met before (bar one) but with whom we got along really well, had a great laugh and we'd eaten well too. When you're travelling it's all too common to miss out on this kind of thing. Budget is a consideration, but you can't beat a raucos night out of good food, good beer and good company.

May 11, 2004

Sydney. Again. Strike 4
Both Manda and I had had a great time in New Zealand and were feeling sad at leaving for Sydney. Some people might find this strange: not the leaving NZ part but going to Sydney. However, we'd been there 3 times before. Returning after NZ meant our fourth touchdown on Sydney airport and it had lost all its glamour. All we had to look forward to was seeing Ethel - our VW Kombi - or at least assuming that she was still in one piece (check), had not been stolen (check), hadn't been vandalised (check) and was still running (erm, not quite - after 6 weeks being parked up, the battery had drained away to nothing ... but nothing that a jump start couldn't fix).



Ethel, at our service, after 6 weeks of waiting in the sun, wind and rain of Sydney Airport (we'll let her off the flat battery!)

Leaving New Zealand on such a clear day afforded us excellent views over the Southern Alps. We could clearly see the line of cloud-fringed mountains running up the spine of South Island. 



New Zealand's Southern Alps, seen here stretching their way up the South Island into the distance.

We had about an hour wait in Sydney airport while we waited for breakdown services to arrive and get Ethel's heart pumping again, then made tracks for North Sydney (specifically Lane Cove River holiday park). It may be a little way out of the CBD, but like I said, we'd done that to death already. An alternative - and a much nearer one - would be to go to the camp site at Rockdale. It's a stone's throw away from the airport but it's also the 'World's Grottiest Caravan Park ™'. Honestly, this was a place that neither of us wanted to go back to, and hopefully never will. What it gains in convenience to the local train station it does not even come close to make up for in terms of amenities, cleanliness, friendly hosts or good-sized camping spaces. In short, it sucks. Thankfully we weren't going there, and besides, Ethel needed a good run so the further from the airport the better!

Monday and Tuesday have been total chill-out days for us, then. No need to go into the city, no need to do much of anything except sit and wait for some post to arrive (for me - my replacement cash card and so on), tidy up the van and decide what to mail home and make some calls to people we want to visit. And there were also possums to rescue ...

For those who don't know, possums are cute-looking, tree-hugging animals with the kind of big, dark, watery eyes that postcard manufacturers dream about. They are native to Australia, but we'd just got back from New Zealand where they are considered pests. In NZ, they have these stupid birds - Kiwis - that have no wings. It's a product of their environment: no natural land-based predator means no need for wings. However, since the introduction of stoats, ferrets and possums, the national icon of NZ has had a hard time. As a result, possums are not much liked by New Zealanders, and they're only marginally culled by car drivers (I saw so many dead possums while driving around the north and south islands). They are, however, routinely killed and turned into fur coats, jackets and even nipple warmers (no, this is not a joke!).

Having seen so many dead possums on the road - and so many that were once quite healthy but now made for a good set of cuff warmers - I wasn't quite sure what to do when I saw a possum walking, nay limping, across the fence next to our van this evening. My natural instinct upon seeing the sizeable wound on its rear left leg was to rescue it, take it to some kind of animal shelter (or at least report it so that they could come collect it); my other instinct was to say: "Ah, the poor bugger's had it," and beat it over the head - once, but firmly - with the 6-cell MagLight torch that has been a van companion since Cairns. However, I chose the former and tried to pull the possum off the fence as it struggled to cling on, taking it up to the camp site office. By the way, the camp site is actually on National Park grounds, and the employees here are all park employees. Had this been Rockdale, I might have been more concerned about what might happen to the possum (a filling for a burger for the grunting, conversational-averse, heavily tattoed owner?), but these guys knew what to do.

The possum struggled, claws flailing, but I managed to get a good hold of the little fella. I even tried stroking him/her with my thumb as I held the animal out at arm's length. As I neared the office, though, the possum started making a noise not unlike that of a cobra's hiss just as it's about to strike. I walked into the office, telling them about the badly injured possum, just as it launched 'Operation Enduring Freedom'. The claws flailed once more and dug in, and I was forced to drop the little git (for that's how I had very rapidly become to view the animal) and he limped off out of the office and up a tree. Slowly. Maybe I should have used the torch instead of compassion, after all?

A few alcohol sterile swabs later and my scratched hands were OK. Well, I assume that did the trick, but if this is the last post you get from me here, you can assume that that animal was an infection-carrying, pommie-killing possum. 

They still look cute though.

Vermin!

May 12, 2004

Meeting Lou in North Sydney
Manda writes:

A lot of planning went into today's rendezvous with our friend Louise, who we'd met on an Explore holiday to Turkey a couple of years ago. We had already met Ted, Barbara and Brent from the same tour while we were over in New Zealand and today it was time to call in on our Lou in North Sydney. 

We tried to contact Louise when we first arrived in Sydney two months ago. Since we only had her email address (which incidentally bounced), we thought we'd pop into her office to surprise her. All good in theory but the bad news was that she no longer worked there. However, the good news was that she had been promoted and was still working for the same company. This got us thinking ...

Since Louise works for a travel company, we'd scripted a travel-related conversation prior to phoning her. We were going to sound cryptic to see when (or if!) she would twig that it was actually us and not a real customer! 

This was the intended dialogue:

"Hi. I'm interested in a holiday to Turkey. I'd like to spend a couple of weeks there to Explore the country."

With this duly prepared, we still had to find a way of getting hold of Louise. So we went to one of the branches and asked a member of staff to send her an internal email asking her to give us a call. Naturally, we'd have to let this person in on what we were up to as we needed to 1) clarify that we were not stalkers and 2) ensure that he/she will keep the element of surprise. 

Did we pull it off? Well, kind of...

When the phone rang, Ian answered it and managed to deliver the first line. But feeling under pressure, he started giggling at the end. Louise started giggling too and knew it was him straight away!



Manda and Louise in a café around from Lou's workplace.

It was great seeing Louise again. She hadn't changed and was still as happy as Larry. We had some lunch in a nearby café while chatting about our travels and her company parties (where everyone wore white tuxedos and blue afro wigs to the last one). It sounds like they know how to have some fun there. The next party is being held in Thailand so with any luck, we will be able to gatecrash it - I've got my blue afro ready!

While it was excellent to catch up with Louise, it was a shame that we'd left it so late. As we were having our chinwag, it felt as if we'd parted company a few days earlier and not two years ago. Another one of our Turkey tour group crossed off the list, it was time to point Ethel in the direction of the Hume Highway and make tracks for Melbourne, via a little place called Canberra. It's the capital city, you know - might be worth remembering for the next time you play Trivial Pursuit!
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Canberra: Investing in the Capital
Before we got to Brisbane, I only had other people's opinions of the place to go by. The impression I got was that Brisbane somewhat lacked in character, culture or anything else that people look for in a city. Thankfully, it was all proven wrong (although maybe such claims might have been true 10 or more years ago). Today we were on our way to Canberra, and I had been given a less than enthusiastic appraisal of the city only last night by an old friend. Philby, as he is known to us lot back in England, was a lodger with me and my brother many years ago, but is now back in Sydney (although he originally hails from Auckland). I'd not got to see him while in Sydney, but did speak on the phone and his advice was: "Don't bother stopping in Canberra - there are much more interesting places near Melbourne."

When we got to Canberra, our first stop was the tourist information centre where we picked up some useful local maps and leaflets and discovered that there were quite a few things to see, and many of them were free (always a good thing). We then headed on to our first location - the Australian War Memorial.

Australian War Memorial

I thought that this would entail a few photos of the memorial building, a few photos viewed from the memorial building and then a quick exit on to the next attraction. In the end, we spent a good few hours here. Our photo tasks took little time, but we spent more time in reflective mood while walking past the walls of remembrance, almost overwhelmed by the numbers of names up there (over 102,000). Alongside many of them were poppies forced into the cracks between the brass plates.



The Wall of Remembrance, Canberra. 



The Reflection Pool. 

Then we headed into the exhibition area - also free - and this is where we found the minutes and hours being eaten up. Now, I'm not a big fan of military history, have never paid too much attention to books about specific campaigns or military planes/tanks etc (although a well-written, well-shot film will always hold my interest, for example Band of Brothers, Platoon, Saving Private Ryan). But this place really caught my imagination. There was a large section each devoted to the first and second world wars, another to other post 1945-conflicts and a special exhibition on Iraq and the part played by Australians. Aside from the usual smaller artefacts, there were helicopters and tanks from various campaigns, full-size recreated environments and some incredible small scale dioramas depicting key events of different wars. I could have easily spent a whole day walking around the exhibits, reading all the information panels and taking in all the minute details in the many dioramas.

Another reason to go to the Australian War Memorial is for the view across Lake Burley Griffin towards Parliament House. It's no accident that the war memorial is clearly visible from parliament, a reminder for those who make the decision to go to war that more Australian names might be added to those already up there on the hill.



The view of parliament from the Australian War Memorial. 

We then headed into the shopping area of Canberra to do some menial tasks all too boring to write about here and before we knew it, it was time to find somewhere to stay for the evening. So instead of just passing through Canberra in double-quick time, we would have more things to investigate tomorrow.

And for the record, if someone tells you that Canberra lacks character because it's planned and orderly, well that's not true. It has character because it's planned. It has character because of its modern buildings, a feeling of openness because of its spacious roads and airy public spaces. In short, it's just different from other Australian cities, but it is a difference that I rather like. 
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Canberra's Parliamentary Houses (new and old)
14th May, Canberra, Australia

Manda writes:

Visiting Telstra Tower was quite an experience this morning. We, along with what seemed like a few hundred school children piled into the lifts and up the tower. That's an exaggeration as it was probably just a class of year 6's but what they didn't make up in numbers, they certainly compensated with their voices! I felt exhausted just watching them! 

From above, Canberra looks like a small picturesque city and consequently it was easy to pick out the landmarks. With Canberra's most prominent landmark as a benchmark, the Captain Cook Memorial Jet, it wasn't difficult getting our bearings. This jet sits on Lake Burley Griffin and is basically a geyser-like fountain. It pumps out water to 147 metres and at any one time, there is 6 tonnes of water in the air. That's one powerful pump!



Canberra, as viewed from the Telstra Tower. 

Being the capital city, there is no shortage of governement buildings in Canberra. We spent most of the day tracking these down and they simply looked superb in amongst the autumnal colours. First stop was Parliament House, the home of Australia's federal governement. My first impression of this place was that it looks modern and tastefully decorated. We joined a tour and were shown around the areas open to the public. Our guide, Helen, gave us a brief history about this place and explained why a new parliament building was subsequently built (there is an Old Parliament House). Constructed around the time of the first world war, the Old Parliament House was always intended as a temporary home (building plans were simplified because of budgetary constraints, what with the cost of fighting a war). 

The architect who designed Parliament House was influenced by the straight lines and axes of landmarks around Capitol Hill, Washington D.C. and this explains the similarities. The ground on which the house sits on used to be a mound. However, the then prime minister wanted the building to be on the same level as the people. The house had to be close to the people, accessible to the public. The ground was subsequently flattened and the earth that was dug up was used to landscape the complex - the building has a grass covering and the common joke is that it is the only parliament where the public can walk all over their politicians!

Helen showed us around the Great Hall, the House of Representatives Chamber and the Senate Chamber. We were allowed to take photos in the public galleries as there were no parliamentary proceedings going on at the time. 



The House of Representatives Chamber.

The view from the roof top was pretty good too:



View from the top of Parliament House. Old Parliament House can be seen in the distance (white building), and beyond that the Australian War Memorial (a few tiny pixels in this photo!).

We headed for the Old Parliament House next. We didn't go inside and just took photos around the grounds. Our attention was drawn to the Aboriginal Tent Embassy on a patch right opposite the Old Parliament House. Some Aboriginals erected these tents in the 70s, along with slogans of peace and anti-genocide, in response to the then governement's refusal to recognise land rights. These ram-shackle tents and hand-painted protest signs are in marked contrast to the clean, orderly surroundings of the Old Parliament House. It is, nevertheless, of significant cultural importance.



The Aboriginal Tent Embassy. 

We then did a drive-by of some of the foreign embassy buildings (shooting a camera, I hasten to add!). Some of them looked great, incorporating their unique country architecture to what might otherwise be a dull stately building. 

All building-ed out, we made tracks back to the campsite. We had a royal wedding to watch! A Tasmanian lass, Mary, is set to wed her prince, Prince Frederik of Denmark. Apparently, they met at a bar (The Slip Inn) in Sydney during the Olympics in 2000. The whole of Australia is embracing this news and are celebrating this fairytale event. Some of them are celebrating in more ways than one. Apparently a few blokes were spotted in the bar (where the Australian princess-to-be first met 'Freddie') with signs around their necks: 'Kiss me, I'm a frog'. I guess the question is 'do you feel lucky punk?'! Well do ya?!
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Miscellany: Parts 1& 2
This is a diary, a blog, a collection of writings based on what we did on any given day. Sometimes it can be very boring to write just because we feel the need to fill in a blank, and when that happens we'll usually leave that day out, or maybe summarise as part of another subsequent post. Along the way, though, little observations and events that don't really have a home, a context, get missed out. So I thought it would be good at this point to do a little catching up of this miscellaneous stuff.

Some of this is inspired by coming back from New Zealand and seeing Australia in a different light (or retrospectively seeing NZ in a different light). And some of this is simply lifted from an email I wrote a little while ago to some people I know who are due to visit Sydney later in the year. I thought it was kinda fun and so re-purposed it for this site.

New Zealand Odds n Sods

· I heard my first air-raid siren while in South Island. It was pitch black, we were staying in a caravan park near Franz Josef glacier and then I heard that noise that you only hear in films about World War 2 and the German bombing of UK cities. When you are only half asleep and in such a remote place, it is a very strange noise to hear. I forgot to ask what the reason was but saw no evidence of bombing the next day. However, I did hear it later on in the journey and discovered that the siren is used to call volunteer rescue workers to the office (in these remote, small places it's not justified to have full-time workers)

· There are some strange fruits in New Zealand, fruits I'd never heard of before, and these included: 

· Feijoas

· Tamarilloes

· Kumaras (actually I think that's a potato kinda thing, so that'd make it veg ... ah whatever)

· Boysenberries

· One of the big stories in NZ while we were there concerned a sheep. No, this is not a joke ('cos there are so many of them about NZ and sheep). The sheep's name is Shrek, given to him because of his monstrous proportions. He had escaped over 6 years ago and managed to evade capture, and in doing so built up a very sizeable fleece. How big? Well, it weighed 25kg. 25 KG! Holy sheep, that's fur-king unbelievabwool! You could get 30 men's suits out of that (this is not conjecture, it's a fact). Imagine packing for a holiday, and overdoing it (as usual) by about 5kg, and then imagine how heavy that suitcase would seem to a sheep if you were to strap it to its back (what, you've never tried doing that?). You get the picture. Anyway, Shrek was finally recaptured and his shearing was a prime-time national TV moment; a few days later he met the NZ Prime Minister Helen Clark. You can't make this stuff up.

· [Manda adds: Talking about sheep .. I have an observation about sheep in fields. I have noticed that the majority of them often stand in the same direction. Not sure why this is! Is it to do with the direction of the wind i.e. do they like to stand with their faces in the breeze so that they don't get fur in their eyes? Are they into Feng Shiu? Or are they just being sheep? I guess we'll never know for sure!]

· There is a surprisingly large amout of road-kill on NZ roads. Mostly it's possums, in fact probably as much as 80% of it. What was strange to see was that this road-kill was seemingly keeping a large numbers of birds-of-prey (kestrel type things) well fed, so much so that they had become blazé to the traffic driving past (and over) their dinner table; so much so that we also saw a lot of squished kestrels on our travels.

· 

There seems to be a different colour palette used for NZ skies. On any given day, I would look up and see the most amazing cloud formations but the thing that really completed it was the colour - almost pastel shades. Australia has some quite stunning skies, it's true, but it's just a darker and more vivid blue from NZ's softer shade.

· 

We saw these little cars all over New Zealand, and they were never used as personal runabouts, but always as promotional cars. Ted (from Auckland) had one for the Pharmacy that he is a partner at; he called it 'the snail', and looking at the picture above I think you can see the similarity. I've yet to see one in Australia (or anywhere else for that matter).

Australian Enlightenment

Some tips for people from the northern hemisphere, or anywhere else that may not be completely familiar with some very Australian turns of phrases.

· It's quite acceptable to wear thongs in public. All the men do in summertime. I've done it too, although it can leave some strange tan marks. Oh, hang on, you thought I meant a ... ha ha ... no, not a G-string, silly rabbit! A thong, to an Australian, is what you might call a flip-flop, or what a New Zealander would call a 'jandal'. Besides, I'm not gonna show you those tan marks.

· If someone is 'getting the shits', they are not suffering from stomach problems, they are just pissed off with you. Well, maybe they are getting a case of Delhi belly, you'll just have to check the facial expression and work out whether its one of anger or desperation for the nearest dunnie (aka toilet).

· If someone is pissed, they are not angry, like the Americans might understand the term (for angry, refer to previous point re: getting the shits); if someone is pissed they are drunk.

· It is quite acceptable for you to drink as much piss as you feel fit while down under. The phrase: "Can I drink some of your piss?" means "Could I perchance taste some of your lager there, dear boy?" It is, therefore, possible, in theory, for an Aussie to say: "If that barman doesn't give me some piss pretty soon I'm really gonna get the shits." I haven't heard it though.

· If you were to go into a bar in the American mid-west and ask the barkeep for a 'cock-sucking cowboy' you would likely get yourself into trouble (well, that depends on the kind of bar you go into, of course, but basically something that is not The Blue Oyster Bar). However, if you ask for it in Australia you will be given a drink that consists of ... oh I can't remember rightly, but it has butterscotch and some kind of clear spirit. I guess I must have drunk too much piss the last time I had a cock-sucking cowboy. Now there's a phrase that can't be said/written on its own, without all that previous explanation!

· If you want to learn how to speak Australian, a good rule of thumb is to abbreviate wherever and whenever possible. A good rule for doing that is to chop a word in half and simply add an 'o'. Some exampos for you: 

· Servo - Service Station

· Bottle-O - Bottle Shop (aka liquor store, off-licence)

· Derro - A Drunk and Derelict person (aka wino, bum etc)

· Arvo - Afternoon

· Medico - A worker in the medical profession
Strangely, fire-fighters aren't fireos but firies (fireys? I can't work out the spelling, only the pronunciation!)

Here ends another one of those general sweep-up sessions then. I hope you have found it educational and culturally enriching as it was obviously intended. Right then, I'm off to the Bottle-O for some good piss.
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Hello Auntie!
The drive from Canberra to Melbourne shouldn't take long. You could probably do it in a day quite comfortably in a modern car, but we have Ethel, so we spread it out over two days. It seems that after her 6-week rest in Sydney she's not quite up to her full capacity and I didn't want to push her (metaphorically and literally speaking). So, two days later we got to a place called Kilmore, about 60 kms outside of Melbourne and stopped again to take stock, see where we could go from there (the Lonely Planet intimated that caravan parks were few and far between in Melbourne, so we avoided rushing headlong right into the centre). We also didn't want to overshoot a place called Sunbury, where my auntie Chris lives - an auntie whom I've never met, in fact. As it turned out, Kilmore was just a stone's throw away from Sunbury, so the next morning we left at check-out time and made straight for Chris' place.

We pulled up outside in our noisy old van, parked it, slammed the doors shut (with these heavy doors, that's the only way to shut them) and went to the front door. "Strange," I thought. "You'd think Chris would have heard us turning up." Then Manda pointed to the sign by the letter box that belonged to a 'Les and Alma'. Right house number, right street, but wrong block of units. We got back in the van and drove around the corner to the correct place where we were immediately greeted at the door.

It's a very strange thing to roll up on a relative's doorstep whom you've never met before (and only spoken to over the phone a few times, and all in the last few days). What's the rule for greeting? A hug? A kiss? Both? I opted for a big hug and the words "Hello auntie!".

We soon sat down around Chris' living table over a coffee and caught up with events. Given how little we knew about each other, it was not surprising that we managed to spend the whole afternoon rooted to the spot. To me, Chris was the relative in Australia whom we used to get Christmas cards from and whose photos I could vaguely recollect from my mum's old photo albums. I knew that she was my dad's sister and that she had a daughter herself, Marni. And that was about it. Over our coffees I discovered that there is a lot to Chris, that she is a real character with such an interesting past. 

Chris Broadley, as she was known at the time, left England in the early 60s and found her way over to Australia, doing much as backpackers do these days, but very much under her own steam. She recounted working as a barmaid in one of the roughest pubs in Darwin ("it was right above a knocking shop and you'd hear the men haggling with the pros"), living on an island in New Zealand (in Otahei Bay) for 6 years, working as a record buyer (and selling illicit records 'under the counter' when the shop owner thought that certain records were not in keeping with the company reputation).

At every turn, there always seemed to be another interesting story that Chris could tell, and it would be told with so much enthusiasm and detail. This in itself was quite amazing as this spritely 71-year-old had recently been in the wars, suffering a few strokes, chronic osteoporosis, pneumonia and an operation that went badly wrong after incorrect administration of a drug after the event. So many other people would just give in, perhaps become withdrawn and gloomy, but Chris had a joi-de-vivre that would put many people half her age to shame.

Later in the day we were joined by Marni, my cousin. Like Chris, Marni had plenty of stories to tell, the funniest of which was about her stay in England with another auntie, Margaret. Now, Margaret was born in the east end of London, just like her siblings, but now lives in Ascot and very soon after moving there subscribed to the Ascot rules of etiquette (metaphorically speaking). She didn't so much forget her roots as much as deny they ever existed. Along comes Marni, a brash, unpretentious Aussie teenager and upset the apple cart somewhat. One day Margaret announces that she's expecting the cleaner to visit but proceeds to vacuum the house and clean it up herself. 

"What are you doing that for?" asks Marni. "I thought the cleaner was due to visit?"

"Yes, she is," replies Margaret, "but the cleaner also does a lot of my neighbours' houses. I wouldn't want them to think that my house is dirty."

"You're a f***ing idiot aren't you?" replies Marni, realising at the same time as the words tumble out of her mouth that she is saying what she only meant to think. Well, if I had a cleaner, personally I reckon I'd be wanting to get my money's worth!

So, that pretty much summed up the day - catching up on the past, hearing stories about family members back in England and trawling through old photos (heck, there were even a couple of me in there).
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Meeting Celebrities in Melbourne
Our day began with a drive to a place called Thomastown where there was a VW garage. Yep, Ethel needed to go in for a check-up. Nothing major, just a few tweaks here and there to get her fighting fit again after recent inactivity. This meant that at just after 8am we were on a train bound for the centre of Melbourne, the earliest we'd been out-and-about for a long time.

We got off at Flinders Street Station, one of Melbourne's most famous landmarks with its yellow brickwork and green domed roof. Directly opposite is the much more modern architecture of Federation Square, and on the corner the information centre which is our usual start point in any city. We loaded up on all the pamphlets we might need (and no doubt loads that we wouldn't need but were given anyway) then moved on to stage two of operation 'Get to Know Melbourne' - a tram ride around the perimeter of the Central Business District. The circle tram line is a free service laid on primarily for tourists (that'll be us then) that really helps you to get your bearings. We did the complete circuit, then carried on a little further from the start point, getting off near the Victoria Parliament building.

As I was taking some photos of the building (from across the road), Manda looked like she was being accosted by a businessman on the steps of parliament. As I got back across the road, the man was asking about how our visit was ("Our first day here"), and seemed very affable, very neatly presented and supremely confident. "I'm Robert Boyle, leader of the Liberal party here," he explained, offering his hand. Naturally, we shook his hand as he gave us a travel tip for tourists: "Take the circle line, it's free and you'll see much of the city from there." Well, we'd found that one out for ourselves already, but it was a nice gesture, just doing his PR thing (ironically for people whom he'd get no benefit from in return). Does this count as meeting a celebrity? Well, perhaps, but not quite as much as Manda bumping into Will Smith when in Melbourne a couple of years ago!



A tram goes past the steps of Parliament Building, Melbourne. 

We carried on around that part of Melbourne, taking in the Treasury building, the Catholic Church of St Peter and Fitzroy Gardens. Inside these gardens are Captain Cook's cottage (taken apart, shipped to Aus and re-built on the grounds there complete with bronze statue of Cook in the back garden), a pretty average-looking model Tudor village and an even stranger 'fairy tree' (a refuge in the park for fairies, and a place where children - or adults - can leave notes for the fairies to read when they come out. Hey, I'm just reporting what I see).



Cook's Cottage, Fitzroy Gardens. 

In the evening we went over to Marni's place in a town called Riddle's Creek to be jumped all over by the five dogs that live there. Actually, truth be known we were there for dinner with Marni, Chris and a couple Nancy and Chris (Marni's best friends and housemates). The dogs were all quite lively - Buster and Charlie the beagles, Elvis the alsation (named thus because he likes to sing) and Jerry-Lee (the typical Aussie dog - a Kelpy). 

But there was another dog there too, one that you could easily miss because he was so quiet in his bed and he was something of a celebrity - the second we'd seen today! 



Chester, a celbrity beagle - do you recognise him? 

Chester, another beagle, used to be a quarantine sniffer dog working at Melbourne airport. He was the dog you would see in the promotional videos and the posters. Marni showed us photos of him working his beat back in his heyday but he was definitely in retirement now, and all but completely deaf with it. When he retired, he appeared in a number of magazine article marking his exit from working life. Now, though, he was just another old hound waiting for his next meal - and when dinner was served he proved that he had not lost his sense of smell, suddenly coming to life and occassionally letting out a gruff bark that sounded for all the world like "Food!".



(l-r) Chris, Marni, (auntie) Chris, Ian and Manda.
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Victoria Market, Southbank and DJ Chrissy M
Manda writes:

We headed for the Queen Victoria Market today. The market sells a wide variety of merchandise and is quite a big place. As well as the usual fruit & veg, clothes and jewellery stalls, there were also places that sell Aboriginal art, black and white photos of Melbourne, pet accessories (even live budgerigars) and Chinese dresses. We must have easily spent three hours wandering up and down the aisles. In the end I left with some socks and a charm bracelet and Ian, some honey-coated cashews and a new hair-cut. The hair-cut suits him actually and was definitely long over-due (at least 8 months). The funny thing is that up until this point, he has been walking around sporting an Andrew Ridgley (back in the days of Wham) hairdo, oblivious to the fact that his look is so 80's. Still, 80's fashion had made a come-back not so long ago - maybe he was trying to follow the trend, but then again, maybe not!

[Ian adds: nah, I was just being lazy. Also, I was interested to see what happened if I just let it grow, a bit like my beard experiments earlier in the year! Besides, most of the time the dodgy hair was covered up with a hat ... except for the curly tufts that came out the back]

After lunch we took a walk down the main shopping precinct around Bourke Street. Again, lots of choice but we have to remain disciplined and not pick up too many trinkets - our rucksacks are full enough as they are already! Along the way, we spotted a few interesting looking statues on the corner of Swanston and Bourke.



The Arts Centre is quite an interesting building; it has a rather unusual roof that resembles a witch's hat. We strolled over to get a closer look before walking over to Southbank.



Melbourne Arts Centre's distinctive 'roof'. 

Southbank is lined with bars and restaurants along the river bank. It offers great views of the city and, I imagine, is a great place to people-watch. Unfortunately for us, it was a case of grabbing a coffee indoors in a food court as there was definietly a chill in the air and it was beginning to drizzle. At 5.30pm, the sky had turned dark which was perfect for some night-time photos of the city.



Melbourne CBD viewed across the Yarra River from Southbank. 



Flinders Street Station. 

We took a train back to Sunbury and spent the rest of the night listening to Chris' collection of old cassettes and CDs. She can be quite the DJ, enthusiastically serving up the next tune as soon as one ended. A surreal moment where I was reminded of my teenage years, listening to track after track of pop music with my school friends, we found ourselves tapping our feet along to Chris' Cuban, Jazz, New Age, Peruvian pan pipes and Afro-Celtic collection. Chris is a lively character and not like any other 71 year old I know!
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Let Us Observe (Melbourne)
Manda writes:

We walked around the centre of Melbourne doing adminy stuff today. The only touristy type thing we did was go up the Rialto Tower Observation Deck. From the 55th floor we could see a clear panorama of Melbourne. 

We could see the freeways clearly as they are not concealed by high-rise buildings. As well as cars, we spotted other modes of transport making their way around the busy metropolis including trains, trams, boats and a helicopter. All these were clustered together, south of the Observation Deck. Normally, from such high vantage points, everything appears still, but the moving traffic gave life to the scene below. 

With clear blue skies, we could see as far out as Geelong and St Kilda (a seaside suburb). A nice view? I'll let the photos do the talking.



View from Rialto Towers' observation deck. Here we're overlooking the Yarra River, the Melbourne Exhibition Centre is on the right (long shiny roof) and in the distance, the coastline, including St Kilda.



Looking east towards the heart of Melbourne's CBD.

As you can see, Melbourne is wonderful to look at. It's a good job that neither of us are afraid of heights, otherwise we'd miss out on some great views!
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Meet You by the Cow Up a Tree
"It would be great if in years to come the people of Melbourne would say: 'Let's meet by the cow up the tree'."

So said the artist (I've paraphrased) responsible for one of Melbourne's strangest local landmarks, a sculpture called 'Cow Up A Tree'. Apparently the strange site of a cow stranded in a tree is not complete fantasy, but does actually happen from time-to-time thanks to the unpredictable and sudden nature of Australian floods. However, I don't think the cows normally look much like this one:



Cow Up a Tree - sculpture in Melbourne's Docklands area. 

This was our first spot of site-seeing for the day, down at Melbourne's Docklands area. The cow is right by the water's edge, opposite the Telstra Dome, the spiritual home of Aussie Rules Football in the area (I'll never understand the attraction - what's wrong with proper football?). Everywhere around us we could see signs of redevelopment, new buildings and apartments complexes rising out of the fenced of depots. Maybe in a few years, people would be meeting up by the 'cow up a tree', but for my money this part of town was still a little too remote from the heart of the city.

The Exhibition Building

We made for the Exhibition Building next, a very grand looking piece of architecture that was designed and constructed for the Melbourne expo in 1890. From a distance, it looked quite impressive - a big domed roof, some decorative towers - but on closer inspection it was obvious that this was still a relatively recent building; it was not on the same decorative level as the various churches and cathedrals that we had seen in places like Italy, Prague or Copenhagen. 



The Exhibition Building. 

We had been told (by my auntie Chris) that the interior was worth a look - the ceiling was a work of art in itself - but once we made our way round to the entrance we discovered that the place had been booked out for an event for a few days. Now, we could have paid the $13 for this event just so that we could get inside and see that fabled ceiling. In the end, though, we decided that the 'Gay A-Z Expo: The A-Z of Gay Life' probably wouldn't be our thing.

We also took a look at the casino and leisure complex just down the road and on the southern side of the Yarra River. Just like the last casino I had seen (in Surfer's Paradise, Queensland), it meant just so little to me. I have never understood any of the attractions (if that's the correct word to use) and therefore just walked through the complex, dumbstruck by the gold and silver reflective surfaces, mystified by the strange white lines and numbers on the green tables upon which cards were being dealt to people who knew much better, and totally, blissfully ignorant of the etiquette of betting on the pokies machines (aka one armed bandits, fruit machines). For all I know this ignorance of all things gambling could be to my advantage, but today wasn't a day that I'd find out if this is indeed the case. So, on we walked, all the way through the complex and out on to Southbank.

Preaching to the Disinterested

Just two minutes after leaving the gleaming, polished confines of the casino I found myself watching a straggly haired woman in her mid-to-late forties wearing a long leather coat doubling over, apparently in some kind of anguish, as she sung with all her heart into the microphone she held in her left hand. "She's not bad," I thought (meaning her singing). I had judged too early, though. As she continued, I realised that she was really over-doing it, over-doing everything from the vocal gymnastics (she wasn't quite the 13-year old Olympic gymnast, in that respect) to the actual bodily motions that she obviously felt were necessary to achieve such vocal contortions. Then I realised that it was Jesus that was telling her to sing (I don't recall him being much of a singer either). I watched as she almost lost her balance because of the way she was throwing her head around, and couldn't help but admire her dedication in destroying a perfectly good amplifier - and all for a crowd of passers-by who really couldn't give a toss about whatever message she was trying to convey in her 'performance'.



Manda on Melbourne's Southbank (of the Yarra River). 

Last stop of the day: Village Cinema, where we got to see Troy. Strangely enough, one of the big stars of the film, Eric Bana (who played Hector), hails from Melbourne and this actor got his big movie breakthrough playing a notorious Aussie crim, Mark 'Chopper' Read, who also hails from Melbourne. Somehow it seemed appropriate to watch it (Troy) here. Factoid number two: the director, Wolfgang Peterson, is clinically insane. I wonder if there could be another connection with Melbourne here, perhaps the shrieking singer on Southbank that we saw earlier?

May 23, 2004

St Kilda Beach - Melbourne's Bondi
Manda writes:

St Kilda is only a fifteen-minute tram journey away from the centre of Melbourne. It is one of the city's most lively and cosmopolitan areas. It has the best of several worlds as it has a beach, an amusement park and streets lined with bars, cafés and endless pavement tables. 



Shop facia on St kilda. 

Our first mission was to locate a cake shop on one of the main streets. Chris mentioned that she likes a certain type of cake (called 'Rum-Baba') from a particular shop on Acland Street. We wanted to bring some home for her as she hadn't had her favourite cake for two years. Problem was that she'd forgotten the name of the shop and the only clue was that it was Austrian. No problem as we could find out which one was of said nationality. However, we found out that none of the cake stores were Austrian! Then I spotted a sign 'Edelweiss' - now that sounded promising ... and they sold cakes too ... but they didn't sell Rum-Baba. D'oh! In the end, after looking through several shop windows for a sponge cake, laced in rum and ladened with fruit on top, we picked a cake shop and hoped that it was the right one!

The Esplanade is lined with market stalls on Sundays and despite the late start, we managed to get there before they closed for the day. The stalls sell arty goods and although we were tempted, we managed to leave empty handed again. There is definitely a creative and more laid back atmosphere in St Kilda in general.

As we walked up and down The Esplanade, we picked out several set locations used in the filming of the Australian soap, 'The Secret Life of Us'. This soap was broadcast on Channel 4 a few years back and was modelled on the UK programme 'This Life'. 'The Secret Life of Us' is one of the best Aussie soaps I've seen (believe me, I've seen quite a few!) and the reason why it didn't take off in the UK, in my opinion, is down to the scheduling of the programme. Who is going to want to watch it at midnight, no matter how good it is?! In the end, it kind of dwindled off (in the UK) due to ratings, which is a shame.



The Palais Theatre on the Esplanade, St Kilda.

Luna Park is one of the symbols of St Kilda, in fact, it is one of the main attractions in Melbourne. This amusement park has been open since the early 1910's and even with its recent multi-million dollar refurbishment, its old charm has not been lost. There are plenty of roller coasters and rides that turn you sideways, up-side-down, this way and that. Definitely a must for thrill-seekers!



The entrance to Luna Park, a Melbourne icon.

We walked up and down the main streets, Acland and Fitzroy, stopping off for tea breaks every now and then. Since public transport runs sporadically over the weekend, we didn't stay late in St Kilda - we missed a train by 10 minutes yesterday (a Saturday) and had a two-hour wait until the next one came along, so we certainly weren't taking any chances on a Sunday! St Kilda is a nice place and we'd thoroughly enjoyed our day out there. When we arrived back at Chris', we found out that the Rum-Babas we'd brought back were from the right shop! The odds were not high but we had somehow picked the right one which was a bonus! Chris enjoyed her Rum-Baba and we'd enjoyed our day at St Kilda - what a perfect end to the day!

May 25, 2004

Stopping Off at the Op Shops
Fairly soon we'll be heading for Tasmania, or Tassie as most Aussies seem to prefer calling it. For those not in the know, Tassie is part of Australia (although most Aussies seem to take the piss out of Tassie people for being from some backward, backwater part of the world ... unless of course they're marrying Danish royalty in which case all piss-taking licences are revoked and replaced with adulation licences). Tasmania is not another country, it is in fact another state, just like Victoria (where we currently are) or New South Wales, but it's a bit further south, much more mountainous and, if we are to believe everything we are told, a lot colder than the current (rather cold) temperatures in Melbourne. For this reason, we found ourselves on a shopping trip today with my auntie Chris, on the look-out for some more layers.

Chris seemed to be looking forward to the trip out to town. She had put on some snazzy shoes, a brown body warmer with stitching that hinted at Andean origin (she likes her panpipe music, so maybe that extends to Peruvian clothes, who knows?) and was colour co-ordinated throughout. The dressing up was not for anything posh - today we would be hitting the charity shops that Chris had recommended. First, though, we got stocked up on some lunch at an Italian place on Lygon Street (actually, most of the places on Lygon are Italian) called Tiamo.

We spent some time looking around a couple of charity shops (or, to use the Australian term: 'Op Shops', short for Opportunity). The first one, called Episode, was surprisingly expensive. Sure, there was a quite good selection of warm coats to choose from, but they were all too expensive (I thought) considering that they were all second-hand. Besides, we would only be in Australia for a couple more months and would be leaving for warmer climes, so it would be folly to spend much on something that is likely to be thrown (or handed to another charity shop) in such a short time.

None of us spotted anything that screamed: "Buy Me!", although I saw plenty of shocking jumpers that simply screamed out. Mostly in purple, teal and red. Sometimes all at the same time. Chris pointed to one particular jumper that she thought I might like. "Feel the quality of that wool," she said, checking it between thumb and finger, as did I. "What do you think of that?" 

It was soft. It was quite thick. It was a white jumper with a black pattern not unlike a tire tread that I could only truly use for falling asleep in, scaring children with or wearing to Christmas dinner parties in a homage to Darcy from the the film Bridget Jones' Diary.

"Ah, I don't think it's me," I declined, somewhat diplomatically.

We then tried a shop called Savers. Manda and Chris headed off to the women's clothes while I tried once more to find something that fitted these criteria:

· Looks warm

· Is clean, not untidy/threadbare

· Is not almost as expensive as something brand new from K-Mart

· Will not make me look like a freak, to be captured on camera thus shaming me for years to come

I wasn't successful. 

I almost bought a purple blanket for the van, though (but the price put me off). And I did get to listen to almost half of The Streets new album A Grand Don't Come For Free while flicking through the hangers of ugly jumpers, so it wasn't all bad.

When I managed to find Manda again, I noticed that she'd picked up a couple of items which looked really rather good. It later transpired that in getting to those two items she'd tried on a number of other items, suggested by a pushy Chris, that could best be described as 'shocking' ("One of them that I tried on was horrible, big flowers on the front, bright gold buttons and shoulder pads - I was so relieved that it didn't fit me!" Manda told me later).

We spent much of the day with Chris, but eventually parted company just after 4pm so that she could get a train home before it got dark. We, on the other hand, had other people to meet. Or person - Steph, a fellow WaSP member who was currently in Melbourne.

Preconceived Ideas

It's amazing just how wrong your ideas about people can be. Back when I first started Accessify, a web site about web accessibility, all-round web guru Jeffrey Zeldman had me down as a ‘40-year-old bearded linux programmer’ (he now knows that was wrong on all counts). These days, it's easy to put a face to my name, as I'm the kind of person who puts pictures of himself holding stupid fat old wombats up on his web site). As for Steph, well I had no idea what she looked like. I cannot remember seeing a picture on her web site - in fact, I couldn't even recall what her site looked like, having not visited it in over 8 months (sorry Steph - it's the travels, I tells yer!). But given her German surname, the sound of her voice on the phone and the geekiness quotient of her emails (quite high, or higher than mine at least) I imagined her as:

· German-born

· Blonde

· In her mid 30s

Looks like I was as wrong about her as Jeffrey was about me:



Ian and Steph: WaSP members in social meet-up shocker (and not a Apple Powerbook in sight!). 

As for the technical/geekiness level? Well, mid-twenties, dark-haired, Malysian-born Steph is a Unix twonk. I was right about that part, at least.

Oh, and sorry for all you non-webby types out there for my straying into the realm of computerdom. It won't happen again (this week).

May 26, 2004

I've lost my noodle!
Manda writes:

I have heard that Melbourne is the shopping capital of Australia. I'm not sure whether this is entirely true but I managed to leave Bourke and Swanston Street with several garments and a smile on my face. The weather has turned cold and I have not come prepared (only packed for warmer climates), so today I was on a mission to pick up a few woolies. Mission more than accomplished and, consequently, am feeling a little warmer under my new layers!

Prahran was recommended to us by Chris as a great spot for shopping, bars and cafés. We hopped on a train and went over to this trendy alternative shopping area. There is a mixed variety of goods on offer with a variety of cultural influences including ethnic, retro, grunge and designer shops. We didn't leave with anything but had a good look around. 

Victoria State Library

Once back in the centre, we took the tram over to the library as we have been past it several times but hadn't stopped to take a closer look. It is an 1850's building with an interesting piece of architecture - designed to look like a small part of the library roof had fallen to the ground. 



A chunk of the building, apparantly sticking out of the pavement, Victoria State Library.

The library is well set-up for studious types and the high-domed reading room is rather impressive too. We had initially wanted to go up to the dome's observation gallery but this facility is not available until November 2004 - we'll have to save this for another visit.

Federation Square is a strange-looking place. Set amongst old buildings such as Flinders Street Station and St Paul's Church, this controversial civic and cutural complex is a marked contrast to its surroundings. 



Federation Square - quirky design that you either love or hate.

This geometric shaped architecture - which was only completed at the end of 2002 - has received its fair share of criticism. Like it or loathe it, the complex sits boldly right in the heart of the city where you can't avoid it.

We had our evening meal at a place called Meekong's, a Vietnamese noodle restaurant on Swanston Street. A very popular place as it always looks busy every time we walk past. There is a sign in the window that reads 'Bill Clinton managed two bowls, how many can you?'. Great, a challenge! 

We ordered our noodles and the waitresses (who spoke very little English) kept bringing dishes over that we had not ordered. Having questioned a few suspect dishes that were placed on our table, we either got blank looks or the dish got taken away (or sometimes both!). Maybe Bill Clinton hadn't ordered two bowls of noodles after all and the waitress kept bringing food out and he politely tucked into them. Perhaps John Howard was sitting on another table, looking around expectantly to see where his noodle dish had got to?! 
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Wet & Misty in the Grampians
Ian writes:

We had an unusually early start today - unusual for us because with so much time on our hands to explore all the places we have been to so far, there's rarely justification for waking at 6am. Today was different. We were going to meet with Eric, another of our Aussie friends that we met in Turkey in 2002. Why so early? Well, Eric had offered to take us for a drive up to the Grampians, a good three hours away from his place in Caroline Springs.

We left auntie Chris just after 7am (promising to call in on her once more after we had been to Tasmania) and took the main road route to Eric's place, a journey which got us caught up in all the morning traffic into the city and ended up taking an hour and twenty minutes - slightly longer than the 30 minutes we had hoped for. And if that wasn't bad enough, we found out later that there was a much quicker route (and more scenic one) that avoided all those roads that would have taken just 20 minutes. That's what happens when you consult maps without a lot of detail in them.

Eric, today's visitee, had visited Turkey once before, and had broken his camera, resulting in no pictures of the holiday. What are the chances that on his second trip to Turkey - when we met him - his new camera would fail on him and give a repeat performance? Well, I don't know what the odds are, but that's precisely what happened. I had been something of a lifesaver, then, having used a digital camera in Turkey as I was able to send him a CD full of photos to replace his underexposed set. This probably explained why Eric was happy to be taking us on what turned out to be a 500km round-trip. In the rain.

We stopped briefly on the way at a place called Ararat for some morning tea and cakes (I opted for the most outrageously sticky sugary cake on offer) then continued on in to the Grampians. But not before passing a group of kangaroos who decided to cross the road. Luckily, Eric saw them coming from a distance and slowed down in time. This was the first time we'd seen a group of roos hopping along together - even Eric, a local through and through, had never seen this before. We felt privileged!

The Grampians - Mini Blue Mountains

Some people had described the Grampians to us as being similar to the Blue Mountains near Sydney. It was difficult to say whether that was accurate or not, as the weather was not on our side. Mist turned to icy cold drizzle and once we reached our first lookout, there was very little to see - unless vistas of white nothingness are your thing. "There are polar bears down there," Eric deadpanned. We took a walk up a track towards some rocky features known as The Balconies, although the nearest rock looked more like a dragon's head to me.



The Balconies in Victoria's Grampians region.

We drove on to another lookout called Boroka Lookout and were confronted with similar views - mist and more mist. However, we could see some faint shapes in the distance, and slowly some windows appeared in the mist offering views over the valley below. As we were stood at the peak of that range, we could feel the icy wind as it rolled up the hills straight into us. My hands were barely able to work the camcorder as I tried to capture the brief glimpses of the valley. 



The view from the car park at Reid's Lookout - as glimpsed through a short break in the misty clouds.

For lunch, we opted for an Aussie tradition - the meat pie. Actually, these were probably what some people refer to as gourmet pies (I had a delicious peppered steak pie ... and an egg and bacon pie, piggie that I am). We stood there in the relative shelter of a tree, the three of us, in a semi-circle with our pies in hand, watched over by a family of magpies who were waiting for whatever morsels we would drop (we couldn't sit because the benches were all soaking wet).

We didn't spend a long time in the Grampians area, as Eric wanted to be back before it got dark (he had to go look after his mother who was not well). However, despite the drab weather and the limited time we had there, it was a good day. Eric was a great guide, pointing out various native birds and keeping us entertained throughout with his dry wit - and I thought that tax auditors usually had their humour glands removed at birth.

May 28, 2004

102 Dingoes
Manda writes:

Eric took us to a small town called Castlemaine today. Like many of the towns in this area, Castlemaine grew up around the gold rush era and as a result, many of the shop facias have preserved their Victorian style. But today we weren't here just to see nice buildings, we had some dingoes to visit, all 102 of them! 

Dingo Farm is a fascinating place, especially to us first-timers. As soon as we pulled into the car park, we could see many of them by the fence, looking at us curiously. The dingoes followed us around and as we walked deeper into the enclosure, we gradually discovered where the majority of them were. Everywhere we turned we could see dingoes! They seemed timid and shied away as soon as their personal space was invaded. A handful of curious ones came over and let us pat them; an even more adventurous one came over and started chewing on a side zipper toggle on Ian's trousers. 



Apparently, all the dingoes have names - there's one without an ear called 'Chopper' (named after the mangle-eared Australian criminal of the same [nick]name)! How the owner can distinguish between all of these animals is amazing - to the untrained eye, those of the same colouring looked pretty much the same to me. One thing's for sure, I wouldn't want to be in that enclosure if a scrap broke out, and there were a few warning growls while we were there.



Can you spot the dog? The odd-one-out is the one running, with the dreadlock effect tail!

Next stop was a place called Bendigo. Another gold rush town, Bendigo was one of the richest towns in Australia in its hey day, thanks to the rich diggings. We took a 'talking tram' and were given a guided tour through the centre. We stopped off at the tram museum, had a gander and hopped back on the tram. It was a good way to see the place with its predominant 1850's architecture. 

There are some lovely Chinese gardens, temple and museum near the centre of Bendigo. The Golden Dragon Museum contains exhibits from the Chinese community during the gold rush. Many Chinese from the Canton Province had left their homeland in search of fortune. Apparently, over 1800 million ounces of gold were shipped back to Canton at the end of the gold rush, which helped poverty-stricken families and paid for a new railway in the province. Those who decided to stay, established markets, stores, eateries and laundries around the town. We could see a fair few Chinese takeaways around Bendigo - possibly handed down the generations.



Chinese Garden, Bendigo.

Back at the ranch, we spent the evening in front of the TV watching the finale of American Idol and a load of Fawlty Towers videos. Watching these old classics again, it begged the question what's worse: being mauled by a pack of dingoes or getting an ear-bashing by Sybil Fawlty?!

May 31, 2004

Windy Day in St Kilda


The last time we had been to St Kilda, there had been grey skies, swathes of people, a busy market and buskers keeping everyone entertained. Today we arrived in the pretty seaside area of Melbourne to be greeted by very empty streets, blue skies and the kind of wind that, if you jumped up a foot, almost takes you two feet sideways.

We were in St Kilda because a) we had wanted to come back again on account of it being such a nice place and b) because it was just 5 minutes down the road from Station Pier, where we would be hopping on to a ferry later this evening bound for Tasmania. I had been told that St Kilda was very bad for parking, but we found plenty of spaces, and the all-day parking near the Sea Baths was just $6. I suspect that the 'bad for parking' reputation is the result of the busy weekends.



St Kilda Pier, Melbourne.

We took a walk along St Kilda pier. Actually, the walk turned into a run as the wind whipped up a frenzy and we made for the next spot of shelter. From across the water, beyond the harbour, I could hear what sounded like whistling from the wind as it passed through thousands of little gaps in all the boats moored there. Normally, when you are on a pier and looking back to shore, you can see the currents moving in to the shore, but everything had turned 90 degrees. I watched a seagull flapping its wings, heading in to the wind but holding the same position in the air - he was getting nowhere fast. And to think that we'd be heading out to sea in this later this evening!

We then made our way up to Acland Street, arguably St Kilda's most famous street, and largely because of its reknowned cake shops. As before, we tried a cake each, but in all honesty I think that no matter how good an individual cake tastes from these shops, you can't beat just standing outside the shop and admiring the collection of iced, dusted, sweet and glazed goodies within.



Another of St Kilda's famous streets is Fitzroy Street. Once again, this was another place that was mentioned often in The Secret Life Of Us, the Aussie series that about one man and his dog knows about back in England (oh, that would have been me!) but is very popular in Australia. Walking up the street, we both recognized the area from the various cut scenes in the series, usually with Evan (one of the characters) walking along narrating something deep and meaningful. Everywhere we looked today there seemed to be something that was used in the series, actually. Personally, I was much more into that than doing the Neighbours tour ... but we'll probably do that too anyway!

As the sun set over St Kilda, we both raced, once more, in the wind down the pier to catch photos of Melbourne's CBD in the distance. Then it was a short drive back up the road to catch our ferry across the Bass Strait.



St Kilda harbour at sunset.

A little tip for anyone with a camper van catching the Spirit Of Tasmania - don't take a spare can of petrol with you. You can't take it with you, you'll have to empty it into your vehicle (assuming you didn't just fill up five minutes before!). Thankfully, I was able to decant some of it into Ethel's stomach, but had to tip more than a quarter away into a hazardous waste container. I couldn't help but think, just one day after 20+ people (oil workers) were killed in Saudi Arabia by terrorists, that this was a complete waste of resources.

Later: It's 12:15 am, just three hours in to the ferry trip, and this boat is rockin' all over the place. Walking in a straight line is a challenge, as your body goes from being heavy as anything one moment to almost weightless the next, depending on what part of the wave you're riding. The barman has just told me that the Bass Strait is the second most unpredictable stretch of water in the world, and that it will get worse. At the moment, the waves are largely behind us, but in a couple of hours they'll be side-on. Maybe I should stop typing and and try to get some shut-eye, try to get into a state of oblivion!

Jun 01, 2004

Sleepless on the Bass Strait
Surprisingly, I managed to steal a few hours' sleep on the journey across the Bass Strait - about 4 hours, at a guess, but not good solid sleep. Was it really all that bad? Actually, the journey was a lot calmer than everyone had feared. Despite the raging winds earlier in the day in Melbourne, and regardless of the barman's warning that the ride would get choppier, it never got too bad. 

What kept me up was the fact that we had sat just a little too close to the bar and consequently near the noisiest (ie drunk) people on the boat. (By the way, we did have a proper seat booked, but it was more like airline seating whereas we could lie down on the main seating in the boat on account of it being low season and the boat being about a quarter full.) Once the gaggle of guys propping up the lounge bar had disappeared, I was then kept awake by another man who had obviously been at a different bar on the boat and had gone looking for another bar when his had closed down. Discovering that he would not be getting any beer here either, he settled for telling very tall tales about his crocodile killing, insulting the people who were cleaning up behind the bar and generally being full of himself. "I'm the life and soul of the party," he declared, "but everyone's gone to sleep - look! Nobody's around!" The fact that it was around 3am, and that the boat would be arriving in port at 6:30am, should have explained why this was so.

Upon arrival at Devonport, we did what most people do - we got the heck out of there. That's not to say that there's nothing to see in Devonport (we'll probably find out for sure when we leave Tassie), but at 6:30am there's certainly nothing open. We drove south east towards a region known as the Tamar Valley, calling in at a place called Beauty Point. Well, with a name like that, you have to see whether it's accurate or whether someone from the tourism bureau has been a little too 'creative'. Beauty Point is little more than a small port - a few commercial boats, some pleasure boats moored up - with a nearby tourist attraction (Seahorse World); quite pretty in its untouched way, but under the overcast skies and with the wind as it was, we couldn't get any pictures that would attest to its reputed beauty.



Somehow, life seems to run slower in Tasmania. And they'll give just about anyone a driver's licence too.

In a very short time, it became apparant just how different Tasmania is from mainland Australia. Even in the smaller towns on the mainland, we could expect to see a McDonalds somewhere. This may sound like an uninspired piece of observation, but I was dying for a Maccas breakfast, you see, and the lack of just one single McDonalds in the 90km drive that I undertook - actually, the lack of almost any building other than personal abodes (much of them very ramshackle too) - just brought home to me how less developed this place is. What we did see, though, was roadkill in an abundance I'd not seen since New Zealand. There it was possums that lined the roads, here it's wallabies; hundreds of the little furry things, all providing food for the local bird population. So, the local wildlife can find food alright then? But no Maccas breakfast for me.

We stopped in Launceston, Tassie's third-oldest city, early in the afternoon and took a look around the centre. We did little more than scrape the surface here, collecting leaflets from the tourist information office, having something to eat, mooching round a few shops, before heading to a caravan park - at 2:30pm. It had been an early start, and with just a few hours of sleep, all I wanted to do was relax, go grab a power nap in Ethel. We could leave the proper sight-seeing until tomorrow.

Jun 02, 2004

The Old Buildings of Launceston
Yesterday afternoon we had headed towards the caravan park with blue(ish) skies and a promising outlook. It was a shame that we were dog-tired, a shame that we hadn't gone sight-seeing then. That's what I thought as I took a look out of the van windows this morning and saw that it was raining.

We should expect little else, really. It's not summertime in Tasmania, and as such rain is highly likely. It's all to do with the Roaring Forties, a band of wind that encircles the globe producing very changeable weather. The west and southwest of Tassie can, in the words of the Lonely Planet, be "blasted by strong winds and drenched by heavy rain". But I take hope in one particular word mentioned above: changeable. It started dull yesterday but ended up sunny, so it might happen again today, who knows?

It's just a brief drive from our caravan park into the centre of Launceston. We found a parking spot near to the centre ($2 for 5 hours parking - a steal) and walked into the heart of the town. We had picked up a leaflet yeterday marking all the oldest, and therefore most historic, buildings around Launceston and today was the day to go track them down. We saw the old Town Hall, the Post Office building with its clock-faced tower and the Batman Fawkner Inn. Sounds like a place where superheroes hang out after a hard day of saving the citizens of earth doesn't it? It's actually named after two explorers who both have some historical claim on founding Melbourne. Hang on ... someone from Tassie finding, I mean founding, Melbourne? It all seems like the wrong way around to me, but John Batman arrived there from Tasmania first and after a supposed treaty agreed with the aboriginals there, he claimed to be the 'largest landowner in the world'. Nothing like modesty, eh? Anyway, six months later he died bankrupt (hah- that'll teach him for boasting!) while John Pascoe Fawkner arrived six months after that and later became a leading Melbourne entrepreneur. Both planned their expeditions from the Cornwall Hotel, now known as the Batman Fawkner Inn. I still can't work out how they got to Tassie in the first place and yet missed Melbourne right there across the water ...



Launceston Town Hall.



The Cornwall Hotel, aka Batman Fawkner Inn. 

Visiting old buildings was interspersed with a bit of shopping for some very boring items for the van and the occassional coffee refuel.The weather had been as changeable as expected - a little rain, some blue skies at times - but it wan't the best light for taking photos. Regardless, we made our way just outside of the CBD and over the South Esk River to see the Cataract Gorge - a very pretty little spot, and quite a surprise given its proximity to the town's built-up areas. Along the north bank are walkways that take you down to the cataract itself (that is, where the water is pinched between the rocky walls). It was a very calm spot, a great place for a cool walk at dusk. And if we find ourselves in Launceston again before leaving Tassie, and if the weather's better, we'll probably come back again.



Manda at Cataract Gorge, Launceston.



A rock shaped like a dog's head, an interpretation helped by the spray-painted eyes, nose and whiskers!
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It's Snow Joke - Tassie's Getting Cold
Manda writes:

It was goodbye to Launceston this morning as we headed towards a place called Cradle Mountain in the north-west of Tasmania. We drove through some interesting scenery - like the weather, the views were ever-changing. One minute we'd be driving through green fields dotted with sheep and cows, baa-ing and moo-ing away quite happily, the next, mountainous terrain. One minute we'd be driving under sunny blue skies, the next, rain and sleet. This unpredictability continued throughout our journey over to the west. 



A rainbow pierces the sky en-route from Launceston to Cradle Mountain.

After spending much of the day on the road, it was getting dark and cold. During the last 5kms before we parked up for the night, it had started to snow - gently at first but gradually more heavily, making visibility increasingly poor. We could see large patches of white on either side of the road where the snow had begun to settle. Under these icy cold conditions, we found the campsite's name reassuringly comforting: 'Cosy Cabins' (Ethel does not have an interior fan heater - or at least one that works!) which made us look forward to the last stretch of our journey even more. We eventually parked up at the powered campsite, 10kms from Cradle Mountain. 



This is the first time we've been in a caravan park where it's snowed. Heck, it might even be the first time that Ethel, the Kombi shivering in the corner there, has experienced snow.

As we pulled up at the reception, we could see a freshly-made snowman. The temperature outside had dropped to about 8 degrees Celsius but with the added wind-chill factor, it felt a lot colder. We parked up, put the portable fan heater on to the highest setting and got the kettle on straight away then waited patiently (and hopefully) for the snow to become deep enough for a snow ball fight.



And you thought Australia was all about hot, sunny beaches? This snowman proves otherwise.

Later on in the evening, Ian stepped outside to head to the toilets but reappeared seconds later saying "There are lots of paw prints in the snow around this van - and it looks like something with four feet!" He stepped back out, telling me to take a look, and very nearly stepped on the creature responsible - a possum that was standing right by Ethel's sliding door. The possum soon scarpered over to a neighbouring van whose owner had a large bread supply - I could see four or five of them feasting away, completely uninhibited. We were handed some bread by our kind neighbours and shared the fun of feeding and stroking these furry creatures.

Once the bread had ran out, the possums followed us back to Ethel, where the feasting continued. I had some dried sultanas stashed away and they seemed happy with the new variety. These possums looked rather fat and I'm sure other travellers have offered them tid-bits in the past. 



Manda feeding the possums. 

It was great seeing them feeding - all five of them - as the snow fell onto their coats. Every now and then they would hiss at each other, protecting their food, but I made sure they all had a piece and prevented fights from breaking out. Peacemaker, that I am! After about 10 minutes in the snow with ice blocks as feet, we went back inside and stood next to the fan heater - it was freezing out there. I almost wanted to offer the little cuties refuge inside the van, but then I remembered what one of them did to Ian back in Sydney, and the fact that another was missing an eye suggested that this might not be the most sensible act of charity. Besides, they've got fur coats.



A snowy possum, following the camera.
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Snowed in
There was something different about the van this morning. My head was touching the roof when I stood up. Strange, I thought. I pushed the roof (it's a pop-top) back up, and it came straight back down again. When I looked outside, it all became clear - what was pushing the roof down was the 6 inches of snow that had settled last night.



A snowy path in the camp site, untouched by footprints (human or wallaby).

It was a winter wonderland outside! Last night it had snowed a little, and today it was clear that we would not be taking Ethel for a spin - or if we did, we would almost certainly end up in a real spin, given the conditions. 



A snow plough clears a path around the camp site; the main roads would have to wait longer.

I went to make some enquiries at the nearby information centre but the people there were late in, so I stepped next door to the café to see if they had any idea how the roads were outside the camp site area. Only one person was there, and he was hoping that his employees might make an appearance so that they could serve some hot food that day. As if on cue the chef appeared in a little car, struggling up the road, slipping on the ice all the way. There was no chance we would be going anywhere today, so we stayed in the van with a heater on and drunk copious amounts of hot coffee. Maybe conditions would improve tomorrow?
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Along the Boardwalk
Manda writes:

As we opened Ethel's side door this morning, we were greeted by a pair of sparkling brown eyes. Their owner, a hopeful wallaby, had hopped over and was looking at us expectantly for his breakfast. Sultanas were the only thing on offer and there were no complaints as our furry friend tucked in. Like the possums we'd seen the previous two nights, these cuties were not shy and were probably used to getting a free feed from the guests.



Ian feeding a wallaby dried fruit. Note: you're not supposed to feed the animals bread (bad for them, potentially fatal), but we figured that fruit was OK. 

The campsite grounds were still covered in snow but the tracks were in a good enough condition to drive on. As we drove out of the campsite, we could see that the roads had been cleared and we felt safe enough to carry on. We drove to the Information Office, bought some park passes and made use of the free shuttle bus service to Dove Lake. It made more sense as parking spaces are limited and some of these narrow roads can be rather hairy at times - especially when there is another oncoming bus and no passing spaces.

From the Information centre, Mount Cradle is another 7kms away. The bus took us through a variety of landscapes - forests, rugged mountains, moors and glacial lakes - and what was even better was that all of this was covered in a blanket of clean snow, under a clear blue sky. Our driver kept reminding us how lucky we were to see Mount Cradle in these conditions since they get rain here the majority of the time. According to the Loney Planet, 'it rains on 7 days out of 10, is cloudy on 8 days out of 10, the sun shines all day only 1 day in 10, and it snows on 54 days each year'. We were very lucky indeed!

We hopped off the bus at Dove Lake - we were told that this is the place where everyone goes to get good photos. We took a short walk up to a rock that offers elevated views of the lake. It was only a 5 minute walk but by the time we got there, our socks and shoes were saturated in cold water - from the melting snow and the puddles we failed to spot along the way! 



Cradle Mountain and Dove Lake. 

Back on the bus, we headed to Snake Hill, a stop-off point on the Cradle Valley Boardwalk. There is no shortage of good walks around Cradle Mountain, some taking 5 or 6 days to complete - we opted for an easy-paced one. We walked 2kms to Ronny Creek and it took us about 45 minutes. Along the way, we saw evidence of wombats and wallabies (in the form of poop on the boardwalk. We also saw evidence of other walkers before us - thankfully only by their footprints in the snow!) but did not actually spot any in the flesh. The walk was an easy one and there was no chance of us getting lost - we just had to stick to the boardwalk path that took us through the forest, lakes and, towards the end, superb views of Mount Cradle and some neighbouring mountains in the distance. Both our feet were like ice blocks and had no feeling in them by the end of the walk! Luckily there was a heater on the bus and we were soon put on defrost mode.



The Cradle Mountain boardwalk.

Since the roads were clear, we decided to head for Queenstown while the going was good. We arrived early in the evening and set up camp. It had been a good day, a bit cold but well worth it. I can't believe it's snowing in June - nor can the locals as this is early even by Tassie standards!
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From the Snow to Sands
The route from Queenstown to Strahan offers some of the wildest scenic views. The roads twist and turn up and down steep hills, offering glimpses of the wilderness beyond, sometimes shrouded in low-lying cloud. The vegetation has a unique feel to it - unkempt and colourful - and there is the most amazing abundance of lichens and mosses along the roadside (which hints at two things: a high rainfall and not many cars on the road - normally all you can expect to see at the road-side is a grey-ish/brown stain from car exhausts).



Moody landscape near Queenstown, on the way to Strahan. 

After surviving the (at times) quite precarious road to Strahan (pronounced 'strawn') - Ethel really could benefit from power steering at times - we discovered that Strahan's residents don't rise early on an off-season Sunday. Actually, midday is your best bet if you want to grab a morning tea. The only thing that seemed to start early was the cruises down Gordon River, and as we had missed them there was not an awful lot to do here. So, we checked out the details for a possible boat journey tomorrow, then checked in to a caravan park. Manda was feeling a bit unwell - a cold that was no doubt brought on by the previous days' inclement weather - so we got the fan heater back in to action for a while.



Crayfish cages stacked up on a fishing boat moored in the harbour at Strahan. 

Once Manda had warmed up a bit and generally felt a whole lot better, we headed out for a drive up to the Henty Dunes. These are around 14kms outside of Strahan, and are really quite an incredible sight - sand dunes that are some 30 metres high that stretch for miles along the coast, reaching far back inland. Standing on one of them, I could see the sea to my right in the distance, a thriving forest to my left and in front, the bare branches of trees that had lost the battle with the ever-moving dunes.



Henty Dunes: rising up against the forest and, in places, eating into it.



What a difference a day makes: yesterday we were checking out wombat prints in the snow at Cradle Mountain, today we were making our own prints in 30-metre-high sand dunes.

As we left the dunes, we saw a group of people arrive with a quad bike and a large sled in tow. It looked like great fun; there was no way on earth that we'd get Ethel up on that sand - this was the closest we were going to get to finding out what it's like to tear it up all over the dunes.

Visiting Gordon and Sarah
Manda writes:

The World Heritage Cruise along the Gordon River is one of Strahan's major attractions. To come here and not take the 5 hour catamaran trip would almost defeat the object of coming here in the first place. So, this morning from the comfort of our seats, we watched an ever-diminishing view of Strahan as the boat pulled away and headed towards the river. 

A trip through Hell's Gate (the narrowest entrance to Macquairie Harbour) was first on the itinerary. This is where boat-loads of early convicts were escorted through on the journey to the prison on Sarah Island, hence the entrance name Hell's Gate. Its narrow and turbulent path has caused ship wrecks in the past, even claiming the lives of a lighthouse keeper's family literally on the doorstep of their home. Fortunately, with state-of-the-art navigation facilities onboard our modern vessel, we were able to go through twice without any problems.



Hell's Gate - the entrance to Macquarie Harbour on Tasmania's west coast.

Sarah Island is one of the oldest convict settlements in Australia. We followed an interesting guide on the island for an hour as he made the ruins come to life with stories about how the community used to live. We heard how the inmates turned this site into one of the largest shipping yards in Australia and tales about prisoners who had tried to escape - one of them managed this nigh-on-impossible task twice! Where there's a will, there's always a way!



Remains of the Penitentiary building at Sarah Island. 

We entered the tranquil Gordon River at midday. Luscious greenery line both sides of the banks and looked twice as big in its reflection on the calm waters. The pattern from the catamaran's wake looked interesting and made chrome-like images in the water. The reflections on this stretch are so good on account of a brown stain in the water - tannin is washed into the waterways from buck grass higher up and creates the mirror-like qualities.



Chrome-like reflections on the Gordon River. 



Cyrstal-clear reflections are thanks to the tannin that stains the water here. 

This whole area looks natural and untouched; some of the trees are thousands of years old. We stopped off for a short rainforest walk along a boardwalk on Heritage Landing. All the trees looked heavily covered in a lime green moss. We also spotted what looked like tiny pyramids of grey earth on the ground, where burrowing crayfish (unique to Tasmania) make their homes.

When we got back to dry land, we had a snack before heading back to Queenstown. We had a fun day out and decided to make tracks while there was some daylight left. Any driving today would mean less for tomorrow - a full day of driving awaited us.
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From Queenstown to Hobart on the Lyell
Having spent another night in Queenstown, we soon headed off for more interesting scenery. Queenstown is 'unashamedly a mining town' say the leaflets. What this means is that there's no attempt to disguise the fact that the surrounding area has been plundered for its copper, tin and probably more. To say this place looks barren is to say that the moon is somewhat lacking in atmosphere - a big understatement. Strangely, though, where you'd normally expect this to be frowned upon, it's almost become Queenstown's selling point. And the funny thing is that I can see how it might have its attraction - a break from all the lush, green wilderness that surrounds it!



Barren-looking Queenstown - the result of years of mining. 

Leaving Queenstown, we took the Lyell Highway out to the south, a road that winds dramatically around these barren hills and continues to wind much further out into the wilderness beyond. It was a clear day - blue skies but cool temperatures - and a total pleasure to drive. The Lyell was one of the most stunning routes I have been on, passing through beautiful forest, alongside expansive lakes, past numerous hydro-electic power stations and probably past a whole bunch of must-see attractions that we didn't investigate (actually, I know this to be the case, as we went straight past the turning for Lake St Clair. Ho hum).

The drive took us much of the day - with a couple of short stops, we eventually got into Hobart at around 3pm. We had enough time to do our obligatory tourist information centre stop, drive around the city centre a little (by way of orientation, understanding the local area), grab a bite to eat and then find somewhere to stay for the night. Unfortunately, Hobart doesn't have any caravan parks right in the centre, so we had to make do with one that was 10 minutes out on the eastern shores of the Derwent River. 
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The View from Mt Wellington
Mt Wellington positively looms over Hobart. When the clouds aren't covering it (and they cover it much of the time), you can clearly see it from the city centre, and the converse is true - at just under 1300 metres elevation, there are fantastic views over Hobart and beyond from the top. Or at least that's how it appears in the photos we'd seen. Only one way to find out for ourselves ...

To get to Mt Wellington, there's a 9km trip to an area known as Fern Tree, at which point you take a sharp right and get on to the lower levels of the mount proper - from there it's a further 12km to get to the top as you wind your way up, up and up the steep inclines. Along the way there are various stop-offs, but we just kept on going (momentum is a good thing when you are driving a heavy old Kombi!). The route to the top is not always open, and the road is divided up into 5 sections that can be closed off depending on the weather/road conditions. Despite the forecast of rain, all sections were open and we managed to get right up to the top.

One of the first things we noticed as we reached the ascent is that the radio started to go doo-lally. Probably something to do with the huge radio mast that sits on the top of Mt Wellington, garnished as it is with heaps of other smaller dishes and transmitters of various kinds. We could only see the first few metres of the mast - the rest was swallowed up by the clouds that were drving across above us, literally within arm's reach (well, with a bit of a jump in the air). 

The other noticeable thing was just how windy it got, very suddenly. Working our way round the mount, we'd not felt any wind; we'd noticed that it was a bit grey, and that the clouds were moving in our direction. In the last minute of the climb things changed and now we could feel the wind buffeting the van, screeching through any gap it could find. Looking outside, we saw people taking photos with one hand, holding on to their hats with the other, while their trouser legs flapped rapidly like sail material. That would be us in just a moment or two.

Both of us headed out of the van and immediately felt the force of the antarctic wind. We managed but a few minutes in the cold before admitting defeat and taking refuge in the lookout building (which itself was making a hell of a noise from the winds blasting it).



Rocky landscape atop Mt Wellington - it's too cold for trees up here, just lichen, mosses and shrubs cling on here.

Were the views worth it? Well, we could have picked a better day for it ... but then this is Tasmania, and picking a clear sunny day, during this season, is not something that comes easily!



Hobart and the Derwent River, viewed from Mt Wellington as the clouds close in right above us. 

We spent the afternoon walking around the city centre. Much like any other shopping district really, so there's not much to report on that front. A bit of food, a coffee stop, a trip to the Internet Café to update the diary and before we knew it darkness was descending upon Hobart.

Having found a caravan park for the night, about 15 minutes outside the city, we headed back in later to watch Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. We grabbed a 9:30 showing hoping that this would cut down on the screaming, talking kids quotient. As it happens, there were no kids and plenty of seats free, a perfect scenario - and we even got to park on the street almost out the front door of the cinema. 
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Six Months and Counting
Nothing much happened today - a catch-up day for us (email, washing etc). However, that doesn't mean we don't have anything to say ...

Can you believe it's been six months?

We left the UK on 8th December, so two days ago marked the 6-month - and half-way - in our globe-trotting adventures. In some ways it feels like the time has flown. Six months?! But on the other hand, things that we did just a matter of weeks ago feel like an eternity ago; New Zealand feels like a holiday we took last year, while Cairns was a place we went to years ago; it feels like we've owned Ethel (our Kombi) for a lot longer than 4 and a bit months (6 weeks of which she was left on a cold Sydney airport car park).

So, we're closer to coming back to England than we are to leaving it. We're wrapped up in several layers, wearing beanie hats and warm coats while everyone back in England is looking forward to taking summer breaks. But once we get back, we'll be getting our second winter for the year. Yeah, yeah, don't shed any tears 'cos we've had the Aussie sun and we'll be getting warm weather in Asia again soon.

So, what have we done in the last 6 months then?

· Been to USA (San Fran, LA), Fiji, New Zealand, Australia

· Been on eight flights

· Driven over 8,500 miles around Australia and New Zealand

· Flown over and dived on the Great Barrier Reef

· Been on seven boat journeys

· Been hiking on a few glaciers

· Walked up the world's steepest street

· Climbed every lookout tower that we've set eyes upon

· Held a wombat, a snake, a crocodile and a koala

· Fed possums and wallabies

· Seen a giant mango, pineapple, banana, guitar and prawn

· Been snowed in at a national park in June

· Dived with sharks (in an aquarium)

· Been dolphin and whale spotting

· Actually, we've been to 3 aquariums in 6 months - is that too many? Anyway ...

· Caught up with lots of people we've met on previous holidays or only ever known by their email addresses (but never met in person)

Once we've sold our kombi (in next 8 weeks or so), we'll be making our way from Australia to Asia (route yet to be confirmed for sure). It may not be as easy for us to keep the site updated, but we'll try our best. In the meantime, we appreciate people commenting on the site or dropping us a line, so don't stop now!

For all those back in the UK - see you in 6!
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Up to Mount Wellington Again!
Manda writes:

The last time we were up in Mount Wellington, it was extremely windy and cold. So much so that what little time we'd spent up there, we took shelter in an indoor lookout centre. We could hear the wind howling outside; it was so loud that we were half expecting the roof to be ripped off at any moment. As we struggled back towards the car park, I found it difficult to breathe against the force of the wind. I also wished that I had a pair of ear-muffs (hell, I didn't even own a pair when they were fashionable in the 80's!) - that's how windy and cold it got.

This happened two days ago...

Today, it was a totally different story. As we drove up the winding road, all the trees looked radient, shining in the sun against a vivid blue backdrop. As we drove higher up, it felt cooler but we still had blue skies.

By the time we reached the top, we could see a covering of snow. The snow had settled at this high altitude which was great news for us visitors. Some were having snow-ball fights, others building snow men. Some who had never seen snow before, were picking it up curiously and posing for photos to mark the occasion. Others were just happy to take in the views and capture this on some kind of medium for souvenir purposes. We fell into this last category and here are the photos ...



Snow at the top of Mt Wellington, Hobart in the distance, some 1300 metres below. 



This time around, we could actually see Hobart and make out where the landmarks are. From this height and these weather conditions, it was possible to see all the way to Bruny Island. We could even spot our campsite on the peninsula.

Once we had enjoyed all the magnificent views, we headed back down the mountain. We drove over to Battery Point and Wrest's Point to take a look at the harbour. The water was icy cold but this didn't stop a black shaggy dog running into the water and retrieving a frisbee. I felt a shudder as I watched him shake off the water on the beach. And I thought dogs were supposed to be intelligent animals? 



Hobart Harbour.
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Animal Farm
Manda writes:

We had held off leaving Hobart these past few days to go to the Salamanca Market, which takes place every Saturday. The market did not disappoint and was well worth the wait. It was very busy as this weekend is a long one for the Aussies - it's the Queen's birthday, a public holiday. The Tassie locals, along with a quotient of visitors, were out in force. It was difficult to move forwards at times and we had to manouevre as if we were dancing to get through the ever-oncoming crowd.

Although dry, it was a cold day and the smell of food and hot drinks were very alluring. These temptations were even harder to resist as we spotted shoppers walking around munching hungrily on their food. There was definitely no shortage of mobile food vans making the most of the footfall. While walking around, we picked up a hot dog, pastie, carrot cake and apples between us. Everyone was snacking so we didn't feel too bad!

The market itself is well worth a visit. Its merchandise includes the usual things on offer at markets but with a wider choice: hand-made craft, home-made confectionary and interesting collectables. Light entertainment, in the form of buskers dotted around the place, added to the cheery atmosphere. 

Richmond Zoo Doo Wildlife Fun Park

Once we had exhausted all the aisles at Salamanca Market, it was time to head back to Ethel and to our next stop: Richmond Zoo Doo Wildlife Fun Park. We had picked up leaflets about this wildlife park and were interested in seeing the white Tamar Wallabies and the Tasmanian Devils, in particular. 

[Ian adds: Their web site didn't make the place look very appealing, given it's circa 1998 design, but appearances can be deceptive! You guys need a web designer at all?]

As we pulled up into the car park, we could see a few pens of animals and thought that this wouldn't take long to cover. How wrong we were! We ended up spending four hours here.

The white (albino, actually) Tamar Wallabies were interesting to look at, although rather timid. As soon as you tried to walk over to feed one of them, it would scarper. I won't tell you how many attempts it took to take this photo but it was a fair few!



A shy albino Tamar Wallaby lets us get close enough to take a photo.

This was not the only unusually coloured animal in the park. We noticed a few of the rabbits and chickens, in the farmyard animals section, had flourescent colouring. "This cannot be natural!", we both exclaimed. It surely wasn't and the flourescent pink chook standing next to the flourescent yellow rabbit in the next pen had been coloured with food dye. Why? Well, we were told that their new looks were as a result of the Easter festivities. The dye has somehow lasted longer than expected - poor things. Still, safety in numbers.



The Tasmanian Devil made a surprise appearance too. This normally nocturnal creature was pacing around as if it were night-time. Probably a rough day's sleep for this little fella but we didn't have any complaints!



The Tasmanian Devil - nothing like the cartoon character of the same name. 

For me, there were two main highlights to this park. The first one was the 'feeding the large animals' trip. This sounds like something geared towards young kids but before I go on, let me tell you that a few of the younger less-courageous visitors (and their parents) in our contingent left the truck before we got to the end! 

It was highly comical and utter mayhem as our warden took us through the ostrich, emu, water buffalo, farmyard animals and camel enclosures to feed the frenzied bunch. To be honest, I'm not sure who was in more of a frenzy, the animals or the warden, as he lured these huge animals into the truck with a tub of food. The fact that the truck was full of people made it even more amusing as those closest to the slobbering animals tried to duck and dive out of saliva's way. The warden was not lying when he said that this was going to be 'a hands-on, neck-on, head-on and all-other-parts-on experience'!



Mayhem on the bus as the warden puts animal feed right in the middle seats, walking through the packed bus while the camels stick their heads through the open sides. Disclaimer: No humans were injured in the taking of this photo (but some clothes were mildly slobbered on).

Some of the huge animals just looked scary to the younger kids, others were just down right scary! The emus were one such type. As the truck pulled to a stop, so did the flock of emus who, up until this point, had been running frantically to keep up with us. We were all given paper bags full with feed that looked like a mixture of stale bread and sawdust. We were told, in a joking manner, that there'd be a $50 fine if we were caught littering. Then the feeding commenced ... these birds pecked so ferociously that the bags of food were ripped in seconds and dropped onto the floor. One of the emus had snatched my bag in one peck. I watched horrified as he emptied some of the feed down his throat. Then he gave up doing this the 'graceful' way and swallowed the whole bag in one gulp. We could see the bag work its way down its neck! The whole truck and most of the passengers were covered in bird feed as we left the emu enclosure. 



An emu with a bag of food, just about to swallow it whole. 

The second highlight was the indoor minature horse racing, mainly because I haven't seen any close-up before (ok, the pony I rode during my horse-riding lessons doesn't count!). We were given tickets, numbered 1 to 5, to represent the horses. As the whistle sounded, the horses were off, along with the fake monkey jockeys (soft toys) strapped onto their backs. Number 2, Cherry, was the winning horse and off I went to collect my winnings - a mini chocolate bar. Maybe I should have placed a bigger bet on her!

After feeding the last bits of food to the kangaroos, deer, birds, wallabies and basically, anything that wanted more food (not that any of these animals were hungry, having been fed all day), we took Ethel to a campsite and called it a day.
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Walking the Tessellated Pavement
We left the caravan park early and headed for Richmond ... and were there within just a few minutes. Ethel barely had time to warm up before we were pulling over and snapping away at Richmond's numerous old buildings. The town is perhaps best known for its 1823 stone bridge - the oldest road bridge in Australia - built by convicts. It was a glorious day for feeding the ducks by the river, and I even had something to feed them (leftovers from yesterday's feeding-frenzy at Zoodoo).



Picturesque Richmond Bridge. 

Another Richmond attraction is the 1825 jail (or 'gaol' as Australians would have it). From the outside it looked like an average old stone-walled country residence, but inside ...well, I'll have to rely on the guide books for this because we skipped on that (being miserly on the admission charge). Apparently it's intact inside, no modifications - everything as you would have seen it in use in 1825 (or thereabouts). However, we were more interested in another prison complex a bit further down the road - a place that came 5 years after Richmond and is not so well preserved but is, nonetheless, far more photogenic and has a more interesting story to tell. But more of that in the next post ...

We carried on towards the Tasman Peninsula, almost a U-turn from Hobart where we had come from the day before. Along the way we stopped at several points of interest. First up was the Tessellated Pavement. Geology is a strange thing. Sometimes the natural world around us seems to have a wild, unpredictable nature, creating patterns that we couldn't dream of. And then there are places like this. Honestly, if you didn't know better, you might assume that the Tessellated Pavement was man-made, the remains of a patio that has been pulled up leaving just the outlines of the grouting that once filled the paving slabs. The rock was scored with intersecting, rod-straight lines that looked like they might have been made with a scalpel blade or chisel. There was an information board that attempted to explain the phenomenon, but the science was lost on me.



The Tessellated Pavement - geology at its uniform best. 

Just down the road from the pavement are the spectacular eroded coastal cliffs of Tasman Arch and the Devil's Kitchen. Over millions of years, the Tasman Sea has gouged out an impressive amount of rock to create sights that can only be appreciated first-hand. The vast scale of some of the large openings meant that photos were nigh on impossible, but naturally we had a go (Ethel superimposed for a sense of scale!):



Also on the local touring circuit is the blowhole, once again the result of rough seas plus time. This one came with a warning - several people had died standing too close to get a look at the blowhole, only to be swept away by the surge of water; today, though, it was insipid. Rough seas, the right winds and high tides are required to create an impressive spurt of water at the blowhole, but we had none of those pre-requisites. Then we took a quick look around 'Doo-Town' ...

Doo-Town is not a town, but a bunch of locals getting together and deciding to have a bit of a laugh by naming their houses with a common theme - they all have the word Doo in them. All of them. There is a sign-post as you enter Doo-Town, suggesting that it's officially recognised. Well, it is by the tour guide books anyway.

Some of the house names we spotted included:

· Thistle Doo

· Doo Drop In

· Doodle-Doo

· Love Me Doo

· Make Doo

· Doo Little

... and a whole heap more:



More Doo-Town house names. 

Reaching Port Arthur, we decided not to go into the historic site (Port Arthur is both the town's name in its greater sense and the historic site - locals refer to 'the historic site' when referring to that part specifically). The weather was not great, and it was mid-afternoon - better to settle there for the night and get up early next day, make a day of it. So that's what we did. 

Evening: added another animal to my list of 'Weird Australian Animals that I've Spotted'. As I walked across to the site kitchen, I saw a potaroo hop into view, decide that I was foe, not friend, then hop away into the bushes. It broke the boredom of spotting wallabies, of which there are hundreds around here, mostly visible at night.
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Port Arthur - A Darkly Historic Site
In 1927, the residents of a pretty town on the Tasman Peninsula decided that they wanted to change the town's name. There was nothing wrong with the name Carnarvon, but it was, perhaps, a little deceptive - an 'airbrush job', an attempt to cover up the past; evidently the residents did not want to sweep under the carpet a past that many would rather forget. That past was steeped in convict misdemeanour - Port Arthur was a prison settlement with no equal, a place with a harsh record of its treatment of prisoners, young and old. The old name had been dropped in 1884, just seven years after the settlement closed down. 13 years after that, the whole lot burned in a raging bush fire, leaving little to survive. But still there was no erasing the past.

These days, Port Arthur is the most-visited tourist attraction in Tasmania, and one of the most-visited in Australia as a whole. The buildings that survived the bush fire (not many, as most were made from timber) are, as a rule, the largest and most impressive brick buildings that stood there. None of them are more impressive than the penitentiary block. Once upon a time, it was a flour mill, but later converted to one of the largest lock-ups going. These days, all that's left is the brick shell - no roof, no interior to speak of - but it still makes for an impressive sight. Nearly all the promotional literature shows the same picture - Port Arthur Penitentiary reflected in the calm waters of Mason Cove. Here's our version (although the waters were not as calm or reflective as we'd like):



We took the guided walking tour, a 40-minute introduction and history lesson for the remaining buildings on the site, and soon after that boarded the MV Marana catamaran which took us out on to the cove, around the Isle of the Dead. Yes, a cheery name, isn't it? But it's also accurate - around 1,000 burials took place there, convicts and ex-convict paupers. It's a tiny island. They must have stacked them up a fair amount!

We looked at most of the buildings on the site, including the guard tower (offering a commanding view over the complex), the Commandant's House (1920s decoration, a bit whiffy!) and the convict church. The church has no name, nor any religion to speak of as it was never consecrated. It also has no roof, resembling a much scaled down version of Tintern Abbey.



The Guard Tower, Port Arthur Historic Site. 

The last location we looked at was arguably the most chilling - the Broad Arrow Café. Before you think that this is leading to some kind of sarcastic joke about bad food or something, think again. In 1996, on a sunny Sunday afternoon, many other tourists were doing just what we were - taking photos, imagining the horrors of the past then having a sit down for a cup of tea and a couple of scones. Then the pleasant site-seeing was spoiled somewhat when a man walked into the café with a large blue bag, pulled a semi-automatic weapon out of it and began shooting. 20 people were killed there and then; by the end of the day 35 people in the area would die because of this lone gunman. Hadn't Port Arthur been the scene of enough horror? Apparently not: "A lot of violence has happened there. It must be the most violent place in Australia. It seemed like the right place," explained the perpetrator at his trial (guilty, no chance of parole). 

Now, the Broad Arrow Café is just a shell, and next to it a memorial - the reflection pool. In it sits a sculpture consisting of 35 leaves. No matter how much the organisers try to recreate convict life in the 19th century, we'll never fully be able to imagine what it was really like; but what happened in 1996 seems far easier to imagine and, as a result, a lot more shocking.



The Reflective Pool - a memorial for those killed in 1996.

After visiting the historic site, we took a drive around the immediate area where there was more to see: the Remarkable Cave and Palmer's Lookout.

The Remarkable Cave was similar to the sea-sculpted formations we'd witnessed yesterday. What made this cave remarkable was firstly, there are two channels that come from the sea into the open-topped cave - a Y-shape. This is, according to the information board, a very rare thing. The second thing that made this remarkable was that from the ground, looking out through the tunnel to the sea, the shape at the end was an incredible likeness of the map of Tasmania. This was just a coincidence, of course but yesterday's straight-lined uniformity of the Tessellated Pavement and today's Tasmania-shaped rock tunnel made me wonder what oddity we might see tomorrow.

Oh, and Palmer's Lookout? Well, it's a lookout. Over Port Arthur and Safety Cove. And that's all I have to say on the matter (said Forrest Gump-style).

Jun 15, 2004

Watch Out For The Hazards
Manda writes:

It was time to leave Port Arthur today and continue our journey up the East coast. We were heading to a place featured in many of the postcards and guidebooks - a place called Wineglass Bay in the Freycinet (pronounced 'Frays-nay') National Park.

We arrived mid-afternoon and were welcomed with the view of the spectacular pink granite mountains, known as The Hazards, which tower over the township of Coles Bay. They shone beautifully in the sunlight - at 300m, this range may not be the highest in Tasmania, but they sure looked pretty in pink!

There are plenty of walks available in the area for the avid trekker. We are not that avid, though, and so opted for the easy 1-hour (return) walk to Wineglass Bay lookout. The 3-hour (return) trek to the summit of Mt Amos sounded good too but with the limited daylight, we decided that it was probably not a wise idea. Well, that's our excuse anyway.

The track starts off quite flat but soon turns into a more-or-less uphill slog, all the way to the 200m-high lookout point. We passed a few walkers who had given up, found a spot to sit in the sun, whilst the rest of their party carried on. 

The further we went, the more people we spotted who were now on the (presumably) easier return journey, each one assuring us that we were nearly there. The second-from-last guy joked, "You're half way there now!" Thankfully, it was only another 5 minutes, the cheeky scamp.



Manda at Wineglass Bay. 

The view over Wineglass Bay is indeed stunning and well worth the effort. What would add to the experience is a complimentary glass of wine for those who made it to the top (maybe one for the suggestions book then?)! This might make the descent a little more tricky, though. From up here, the bay looks more like a golf club or a sock rather than a wineglass - an L-shape - but I guess neither 'Golf Club Bay' or 'Sock Bay' would exactly sell the place. The journey down was a lot easier, but both our legs were shaking nonetheless - it may not have been a long walk, but it sure was a steep one!

The sun was getting very low so we headed straight over to Oyster Bay to see Coles Bay and The Hazards before sunset. On the journey up the road, we noticed a Japanese girl sitting by the roadside with her bike upturned next to her. Had she had an accident? "Are you OK?" Ian asked, pulling over. She looked up, displaying cuts and grazes on her face and arms. "Yes, I'm fine," she said. We stopped anyway and went to help out. She'd apparently tumbled straight off her bike head-first into the ditch while her friends were riding on ahead, unaware of what had happened. We got the first aid kit out and she started to clean herself up with antiseptic wipes, but wasn't making a great job of it (probably something to do with the shock). She managed to calm down by the time her friends returned, wondering where their missing friend had got to. One of them rode back to lodge to bring the car over and we left them to it shortly afterwards. 

We then carried on to Oyster Bay, parked up and hurried over to the beach. The Hazards were still looking golden - two out of three of the mountains were bathed in the weakening sunlight. Another minute or so later, the sun had set leaving the range in a dull, grey-ish light. This was compensated for by the wonderful pink and purple coloured sky as we drove out of town. 'Red sky at night': maybe we're in for some good weather tomorrow?



The Hazards at Coles Bay, Freycinet National Park. 



Jun 16, 2004

Penguin-Spotting
Manda writes:

With its abundance of sunshine and mild weather, Bicheno is a popular spot with tourists. During the peak season, the local businesses do well from the extra trade but recently things have become a little unstable. Business ventures have been known to close their doors shortly after they have opened them, and in quick succession too. The fluctuation of monies generated from tourism has meant that the community relies on fishing as its main source of income. With a healthy supply of marine life in these waters, there's no worries where the next meal will come from!

Bicheno Blowhole

Bicheno is probably best known for The Blowhole - a large granite boulder that sits on the coast and due to the way it is angled, causes water to be squirted high up into the air all day long. It's impressive to watch and the beauty of it is that it is not just limited to high tide only. It is possible to walk right next to the Blowhole and not get a drenching but not so if you are pre-occupied with trying to capture it on film at the same time, as Ian found out! 

[Ian adds: the camcorder got a good drenching too, the moisture getting inside the screen and knackering it a bit. Sometimes you have to suffer for your art!]



Ian standing by the Blowhole. This wasn't where he got the soaking, for the record!

Whaler's lookout is a good spot to climb up in order to get a good view of the town. From here, we could see the town centre clearly and The Gulch harbour, where all the fishing boats are moored. We didn't spot any whales though.

Penguin-spotting

In the evening, we went out to do some penguin-spotting. We'd been told by a local that we could find penguins coming in to shore to nest at dusk. Better still, it was free of charge - all we needed was a good torch (as the little penguins try to hide in the cracks between the rocks) and closed footwear (the little critters have a tendency to bite toes). As we were waiting, we tried to work out where the best vantage point was. We scanned the horizon. It was highly unlikely that they would come through the blowhole (well, not of their own accord, anyway) but it would have been so comical if they had! Just imagine it - a penguin being propelled 10m into the air, landing ungracefully on the rocks and shaking off excess water once it had regained its posture - yep, the cold weather was beginning to get to me! We chose a spot with a gradual incline from the sea and hoped for the best.

After waiting for an hour, we were beginning to wonder whether the penguins would make an appearance at all. Then we heard noises and as we shone the torch around, we could see 20 penguins waddling in to shore. A smaller group of 10 stayed together and followed our torch light. They didn't seem shy at all and watched us cautiously from a distance. We watched them too and every movement they made was intriguing. We observed them waddling, flapping their wings, swimming and arguing (two of them seemed to be arguing with each other as they had both aimed to jump on the same piece of rock, launched themselves, bounced off each other, landed on their sides, got up and started bickering). 



Penguins coming ashore at Bicheno. 

After watching them for an hour, we were feeling cold as the winds had picked up. Happy that we had seen them, we made tracks back to the campsite and got the fan heater going at full blast. 

Jun 17, 2004

On the Rocks, St Helens
We had never intended to stay very long at Bicheno - we assumed that it would be the kind of place that we could zip through quite quickly, tick off all the to-dos from the local promo literature and head on. We were both glad that we had lingered for a while and caught the penguins coming out of the Tasman sea last night. And to think that just a little way up the road we would have been charged $16 each for the privilege.

Another benefit of staying overnight was that we got to do the scenic drive between Bicheno and St Helens (further north) in glorious sunshine, stopping off briefly on the way at 4-Mile Creek for another bout of beach/sun/waves-crashing-in type photos.

St Helens is a fair bit bigger than Bicheno (which was proudly announcing that it would soon be hosting an ATM in the town), but was still not up there with the likes of Launceston and Hobart, ie places that had an Internet Café (hey, that's an important one for us, and a good indicator of whether the place is a 2-horse town or something heading towards modern, upwardly-mobile hotbed of high culture). It is very well placed, though, for scenic trips up to the Bay of Fires area. Which we did, of course ...

Ethel ploughed her way up the road, then off on to the unsealed roads that would lead us up to various picnic spots and start points for the coastal walks in the area. We left her under the shade of the eucalyptus trees then started our walk at a place called Grant Point heading south towards Dora Point, signposted as a 55-minute hike. It didn't take us long to deviate off the shaded coastal path and down on to the vividly coloured rocks down below. They screamed out for their photo to be taken, perhaps with a fool from England clambering over them, running and jumping about like he was practising his parkour (not sure what 'parkour' is? Go Google!). That fool was me, of course. If there's a large rock to be climbed, I'll give it a go, never mind the consequences if I slip!



Rocks at Grant Point, nr St Helens. 



Ian running along the rocks, Bay of Fires. 

This happened a few times - we'd get back on the path, wander along a bit, then deviate again. Admittedly, the rocks were all kind of similar: large gray things, mostly covered with lichens (some of it a very strong brick red) and seagull poop. When we eventually decided that we'd had enough both of the designated path and our various deviations we made for the van. Manda spotted a sign that said Dora Point was 45 minutes away - we'd spent almost an hour zig-zagging over the rocks to cover a distance that took most walkers (sensible ones) a mere 10 minutes!

Next stop, a place just up the (unsealed) road - Binalong Bay. This was described to me as a very pretty spot by the lady from Bicheno's information centre, a place where "you get all that turquoise water", with white sandy beaches and rocks scattered along the coast. This was all true - it had the natural beauty, but the clouds had by this time settled over the land and rain looked imminent; the turquoise waters were looking more of a thrashing grey - we'd got there just a little too late.

We had a late lunch/early dinner in the centre of St Helens and I then made tentative enquiries about whether there was anywhere in the town that I could get Internet access (we had a whole bunch of diary updates waiting to be uploaded, and I hate to get such a backlog). I was surprised to learn that the local computer shop offered wireless access for people just like us. So I take back what I said about St Helen. It's got more than the requisite two horses, this I now know. 

Jun 18, 2004

Where are the Wombats?
Manda writes:

The plan for today was to head towards the West. Having covered most of the areas we had wanted to see in Tasmania, the only parts left for us to explore were the North and North-west. It was a nice sunny morning and before we left St Helens, we took a detour over to Binalong Bay again. The improved weather meant that we were able to see the beach in its enhanced colours. The water, showing various hues of blue, glistened in the sunlight and the white sands clearly stood out. There was no-one on the beach as even though it was a nice day, it was still a bit nippy outside.



Binalong Bay, north of St Helens. 

At midday we stopped off at St Columba Falls near Pyengana. At 90m, these falls are the highest in Tasmania. We took the 10-minute short walk to the base of the falls, passing luscious green ferns along the way. As we got nearer, we could see a mist slowly moving towards us. Looking up, we could still see blue skies and realised the water was as a result of the spray from the falls. This, along with the sound, gave us an indication of how quickly water was reaching the bottom. Apparently, 220,000 litres of water comes down every minute (in the Winter months) and due to the sheer force, the water stream forks in many places to form smaller falls of their own. 



St Columba falls, near Pyengana. 

Our journey continued and at dusk we had reached Narawntapu National Park. This area used to be called 'Asbestos Range' as a result of the mining activity (of the nasty mineral) back in the day but due to its negative connotations, it was re-named, reverting back to its Aboriginal name. It intrigues me how some places are named - some after a significant person like the founder, some as a result of mineral, animal or vegetable and some, well who knows? During our travels we have come across some sombre-sounding names such as Dismal Swamp, Bay of Disappointment, Coffin Bay, Disaster Bay - to name but a few. You have to question why they were given such miserable names as it can't be good for tourism or morale!

Narawntapu National Park is quite flat and not as spectacular as many of the other National Parks in Tasmania. But what it does have is a large habitat of kangaroos, wallabies and wombats that come out to forage at dusk. We had arrived just in time to see them. There were wallabies almost everywhere we looked and Ian had to stamp on Ethel's breaks a few times to let a few hop past. We parked up and went out with our torches to see if we could spot any wombats. A couple that we'd met at Cradle Mountain (people, not wombats!) told us that they had camped here and seen lots of wombats. Perhaps more of them come out later on in the night but we only managed to spot two while we were there. These wombats were camouflaged amongst the wallabies in a field - ok, I know they look completely different but in the diminishing light, it was difficult to tell.

The two wombats were grazing in the field, along with the wallabies. I wonder whether the wombats get on with the wallabies or whether they just tollerate each other. Maybe the latter .. anyway, I digress. We spotted the wombats, they spotted us and then they started to do a runner (and I always thought wombats were slow-moving creatures). We followed them slowly at a distance but they were off and into the safety of the bushes in no time. Here's one of them running away from us:



A wombat running away from us, as far as a wombat can run.

That's the best shot we got! We left shortly after as it was dark and we needed to find a powered campsite. We ended up in Port Sorell for the night. It would have been good to have seen some more wombats. Ian had wanted to have his photo taken with a few of them - especially after how well the last one turned out at the Billabong Sanctuary, earning him a new nickname. Better luck next time, wombat boy!

Jun 19, 2004

Stanley's Got a Resident Nut
Ethel started making a lot of noise last night - the exhaust has a hole that needed patching up, lest we want her to sound like she has a V8 engine (sadly this is not the case), so that was my first task of the day: silence the old lady! A bit of muffler putty, a cutting from a can of coke and some strong wire and we were sorted - time to hit the road once more. Quietly.

Judging distances, or rather judging the time that it might take us to travel distances, can be a little tricky at times in places like Tasmania (where two-lane roads are a not the norm, neither are straight roads). On the basis of how long it took us to reach Port Sorell, I guessed that it would be 2-3 hours before we reached our planned destination, Stanley. We made it in half that time, as the main road that skirts the northern coastline has none of the twists and turns we had gotten used to in the last few days.

The most obvious thing about Stanley is something called 'The Nut'. It looks nothing like a nut, incidentally - that's derived from the Aboriginal name. 



The Nut is this huge, great rocky outcrop that sits at the end of the peninsula, overlooking the town of Stanley, and it's very regular in shape, as if someone has taken a big piece of cheese-wire and lopped the top of it off (think Close Encounters of the Third Kind and the mashed potato mountain sculpture, you get the idea).



The Nut: viewed from a different angle it looks less regular in shape, but still looks formidable against the small town of Stanley.

The ever-changing Tasmanian weather changed once again, for the worst. So we decided to set up base for the day in the nearest caravan park, a place with a great view of The Nut (actually, it's so big I don't imagine that there's anywhere in Stanley that it's not visible from), and wait for the worst of it to blow over.

Jun 20, 2004

To The Edge of the World (and Back)
Manda writes:

'Edge of the World' is the name the locals have given Gardiner Point at Arthur River. The reason being that from here, the ocean extends all the way to Argentina. As we drove into this sleepy town, the wind picked up and we could hear Ethel whistling (the old dear has a tendency to whistle in the wind - maybe we should apply some new sealant around the windows soon).

As we left Ethel to walk along the sand track to the Edge of the World, the wind picked up even more and gave us a helping push down to the lookout. The ocean looked like a blanket of melted ice cream - all frothy. Every now and then bits of this froth broke free from the mass and blew inland like clusters of bubble bath. We thought that a spillage of some sort might have taken place as it didn't look natural. We were told later on by a local that, despite appearances, all of this is natural during this time of year.



Frothy water - the foamy surface was a few feet deep in places. 

Re-assured that the frothing was a natural phenomenon, we headed towards a small place called Wynyard. We took Ethel up to Table Cape. As we drove up, we could see a patchwork of farmlands to either side of us. Cattle were grazing and occasionally looked up at us in an indifferent way as we passed. The lookout was nice and we could see all the way across to Burnie. We were surprised when we looked down to see just how high up the lookout is. The journey to this point didn't seem too steep (in Ethel, you normally notice steep hills) - we must have climbed the hill gradually. We stopped off briefly at the lighthouse before heading off again.



Table Cape Lighthouse (and Ethel). 

Burnie was our next destination - a brief stop for some lunch. It may be the fourth largest town in Tasmania but like most other Tassie towns, Burnie is a sleepy town on a Sunday with few shops open.

We headed to Penguin, a small pretty seaside town where local businesses have embraced its name in some shape or form. We spotted a Penguin Newsagents, Penguin Hardware Shop, Penguin Corner Shop, Penguin Mini-mart etc. By the seafront, there is a large penguin statue, accompanied by penguin-adorned litter bins along the main street. Everything screams 'penguin'. We get the point!



Giant penguin, in Penguin! 

Apparently, you can spot real penguins here too but it was raining and so we decided not to stop. Instead, we continued to Ulverstone for the night. It's been a long day and we have worked our way from the North-west to the North, closer to Devonport where our journey in Tasmania will shortly end as we make the trip across the Bass Strait to Melbourne. But we're not quite done with Tassie yet ...

Jun 21, 2004

Back In the Cradle Again
Another glorious morning. I say 'another' like we've been getting them one after the other, but it's very hit-and-miss. We were in Ulverstone, and there's not much there to do, other than move on and find something else more interesting. We had pretty much done the complete circuit of the Apple Isle (that's Tasmania, folks), but there were still a few places that we had missed by choosing one route in favour of another. Sheffield was one such place. Previously, when we had made the journey from Launceston to Cradle Mountain, we reached a junction and had a choice - safe haven in Sheffield from the poor weather (which was getting worse by the minute) or go further in to Cradle Mountain. We chose the latter ... and soon after got snowed in.

Sheffield itself is not the most happening place on earth. Actually, it would be difficult to call most places in Tasmania 'happening', but most of them are pretty, and Sheffield has something other towns don't - murals. Heaps of them! If there is an available wall space without a silly door or window getting in the way, it's most probably got a mural of some kind on it. We didn't walk all round the town taking photos, but saw enough on a drive-through to realise that its claims as a mural town were not false.



A mural (one of many) in Sheffield. 

Another reason to come to Sheffield is this:



Mt Roland looms in the distance behind Sheffield, but we didn't just stay there to view the mount. We took a scenic drive south (marked on a tourist map as a scenic circuit) on one of the two roads that skirted Mt Roland to the east, then looped back around on the other road, trying to find the perfect place for a photo. On the tourist map we were carrying with us was a road marked King's Road that had a little picture of a camera next to it. This looked promising, so we eventually tracked it down and discovered that it was an unsealed road. No biggie - Ethel can handle it, we thought. We followed the rough gravel track some way up and then it got a bit steeper, but still we had momentum on our side. 'Private: No through road' said a sign as we made our way up. Great - we'd just missed the 'car park' (in truth, it was little more than a layby) so I came to a stop, then went to reverse, slowly, back down the track we'd just come up. 

Ditching Ethel

Gravity had other ideas though - it wanted us to come back down a lot faster, and when I put on the brake, Ethel veered off to the left and seemed to be heading into a ditch. I managed to settle the old girl, pulled on the hand break and took my foot off the brake pedal - only to discover that gravity still wanted its wicked way. OK, so the van wants to go back, I thought, better put some revs on. I put her in first gear then tried to pull away up the steep hill, only to find that the wheels were spinning. We had no traction, a heavy-ass van on a steep hill, and a wheel that was partially in a ditch, presumably the reason why we were lacking somewhat in traction. And I couldn't trust the hand brake either.

A range of colourful expletives went through my head, all too explicit to repeat here, dear reader. But trust me, they were as colourful as a rainbow and highly justified. 

We had a couple of choices. Sit tight and wait until someone comes past with a 4-wheel drive and a tow rope (not as unlikely as it might seem - the people who live at the top of this road must have some serious transport!) or try to get out by ourselves. The only way out would be to roll back, possibly taking us further into the ditch, but allowing me to turn the wheel so that I could straighten up. Then, I just had to hope that I could bring her to a controlled stop, and not roll back even faster, backwards. Gravity got us into the ditch, alright, but Manda had to get out and give Ethel a good shove to encourage her back out again. Thankfully, there were no obstructions to cause us problems as we came back out of the ditch, just a light brushing of some branches along the side which didn't even scrape off the layers of grime. Ethel was back on the gravel road, rolling backwards but this time I managed to bring her to a stop without skidding.

We both breathed a big sigh of relief. To think of all the miles we've done in that van in some pretty nasty weather (snow, rain like you wouldn't believe, 40 degree heat with hot Saharan-style winds - not good for an air-cooled engine!) and here we were on a perfectly clear day, almost scuppered in a ditch. Next time I see a sign that says 'No through road' and I'm at that angle on a gravel road ... well, you can screw the advice - I'm waiting until we have somewhere to turn round safely!

Back to Cradle Mountain

Given the excellent weather, we decided to carry on past Mt Roland and head towards Cradle Mountain. Yes, that was the place we visited earlier in our Tassie adventure (where we got snowed in) but in such fine weather it seemed so close to us now - under 50km - that we thought we should try taking a look once more. No snow, better light, perhaps a cloud-free sky and a perfect reflection from Dove Lake? Well, none of that happened. We got to Cradle Mountain but just 10 minutes outside the weather changed and we found ourselves in grey drizzle. We got just 5km from Cradle Mountain itself, but turned back after a lunchtime toasted sandwich at the information centre. Predictably, 10 minutes out and we found those blue skies again. I reckon that there's a permanent cloud hanging over Cradle Mountain, constantly dumping water on the area, or snow, or whatever other foul concoction it chooses to. 

Our route out from Cradle Mountain took us along a stretch of road that we hadn't been on before as we headed north. It was marked on our map as Letterbox Trail. Very apt, as it turned out - all the residents have put a lot of effort into their road-side letterboxes, many of them qualifying as works of art, sculptures or lessons in metal-work. We stopped to take a few pictures, but only once we'd passed the best of the letterboxes.



Letterboxes along the Letterbox Trail: (l-r) a steam train, gas cylinder and pig.

The Letterbox Trail took us up to Forth, and from there to Devonport - where we first arrived in Tasmania. Given that we had pretty much done the lot here, we booked on to the evening ferry to Melbourne - just over three hours left on this pretty island state, what could we do to pass the time? Penguins!

Despite being told by a few people that we would not see penguins at this time of year, we gave it a go anyway. At the Lillicoe Coastal Reserve, just west of Devonport, we spotted around 10 or so fairy penguins coming out of the water at nightfall, making their distinctive calls and scrambling for the shelter of the long grasses at the edge of the stony beach. We made sure not to point the torch directly at the little fellas, but even with the beam set to wide and pointed away from them, these were a wary bunch - much more so than those we'd seen at Bicheno. We didn't stay long, deciding to leave them in peace, but as we got to the walkway that exits the beach, I turned round and scanned the beach once more with the torch. Swept left - saw two walking inland, carried on scanning the horizon, then swept right, passing the beam back over the two I'd just seen. Both were ducking down, trying to avoid the light. They looked so comical: "You can't see us! We're not here!"

With that, it was back up to Devonport proper and on to the Spirit of Tasmania for the crossing to Melbourne. Just like New Zealand, Tassie had been a break from what is now the norm (Australia mainland), and had so much natural beauty to offer in a small space. The people here are great and, despite what the mainlanders might tell you, they don't have two heads. Could I live here? Unlikely. The unemployment is high in Tassie, and most youngsters leave for the big cities on the mainland. But for retirees it's the perfect mix of nature and true community spirit. In almost every town we visited, I felt as though everyone knew each other, and it was a nice feeling you don't get very often. I was glad we'd brought Ethel over here. But after today's fiasco, I was even more glad that we were able to bring her back out in one piece!

