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“One must always maintain one’s connection to the past 
and yet ceaselessly pull away from it”  

Gaston Bachelard. 
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It may happen once in a while that the substance of the 
past arises in fertile seasons of the soul and in times of 
great joy, as a raw material, ready to be refashioned in 
the present. 

* 

It is never too late to set out on a bicycle, and ride a great 
distance through places known and new. The later the 
better, when in the clearings beyond life’s fabulous 
entanglements, the burgeoning will of earlier years finds 
repose in a single, uncomplicated idea, something that 
requires only a very brief explanation, but is nonetheless 
an expression of deeper certainties and strengths. The 
conditions for success are founded on a willingness to say 
“yes” to an idea, and then the rest will follow. Cycling is 
like that on every count, for it is a push of the pedals that 
gets you along, one after the next, each one a nod, a yes, 
an agreement to continue.  

Following an inaugural cycling adventure through central 
Victoria the previous year, also in the winter, the idea for 
this new one, longer and alone, came to me with the 
insistence of a truth to which there was only one 
response. Such a truth is at first a light and remarkable 
and happy occasion, that makes no immediate demands 
and secondly it is an obstinate voice that will give no rest. 
Soon after it occurred to me, and as a way of securing my 
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idea and raising it to the level of intention, I began to try 
it out, give it an airing, and gauge how this idea of mine 
would be received. I am riding my bicycle to Adelaide 
next year, I told them, as if I were already underway. 

It seems very strange to me that people will shake your 
hand and call you brave, and say how inspiring, just for 
having an idea, just for talking about something you 
intend to do. You remind them of this, that it is not yet 
done – they have been overly confident in you – but it is 
no use; they are already sending you on your way with 
their vigorous encouragements. Conversely, to those who 
would implore you not to take on this deranged thing, you 
defend your determination as if you had no fear. As the 
time draws near to go, there is indeed a sense that you are 
already elsewhere, though not yet away, no longer 
grounded, even though you feel the ground acutely 
beneath you, in a way that is entirely new. You cease to 
dwell and move in an atmosphere of imminence. It is the 
idea beginning to stir, the idea in its final days of 
confinement. It is about to leave its shell, lighter than air, 
to become a quality of the atmosphere through which you 
will follow it into the world.  

* 

In June, the New South Wales inland chills and bristles 
with freshness and the air thins in the nostrils, crisp and 
invigorating. To my mind, it is the right time to load up 
the touring bike, and ride there. Take the smaller 
highways and roads and you will find long quiet stretches 
mostly free from much traffic, and a land that exhales into 
wide open plains one day and encloses lightly around 
shady gullies, rises into mountainous passes and dense 
forest the next, gently guiding the imagination and 
affections this way and that. After the initial effort of the 
ride and getting used to this new way of doing things, you 
will awake one morning and feel yourself to be in the 
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midst of the country and in the centre of your being, no 
longer on the edges, far from home and fleeting concerns; 
far from the destination yet joyfully immersed in destiny. 
It is not clear exactly when this happened, this self-
assurance, alone in the open, this new vocation and 
expertise.    

On the loaded bicycle, you will move slow enough to 
peer into scrub and thickets and sense the gradual change 
in terrain. No rise or descent, no matter how shallow, will 
escape notice. The slightest gradient is immediately 
translated into effort or ease. Everything will emerge 
from the distance in incremental detail. A hill, a cluster 
of trees, a bend in the road, a bridge, a silo, the promise 
of a rest-stop or a town announced in early signage. All 
these you will examine with interest, noticing how they 
change and develop as you draw near, and give a measure 
of your own moving place in the world. You will measure 
your being at one moment against the ancient growth of 
forests and at the next, a single tree in the sparseness of 
the plain, and shrubs you huddle beneath, and the 
daunting rise of mountains and distance of horizons, and 
night skies full of southern stars, out on the quiet plain. 
For such measures give a relation and suggest in ways 
entirely new, yet strangely familiar, who you are.  

At other times things will occur with alarming 
abruptness, but unlike the fleeting dash of a something, 
as you witness it from the window of a car, it is the detail 
that strikes you first. The unexpected appearance of a 
kangaroo will give first the texture of fur, the weight of 
the body, the black of an eye and the thud of heels, and 
only second, the full image of the familiar animal, as if 
qualities precede the things to which they belong. On this 
quiet machine it is possible to overhear, in the trees, the 
chatter of birds and to sense, against the vastness and 
isolation, the presence of their homely nests and local 
belonging. You will rest at country towns small enough 
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to become familiar in a single afternoon, and people will 
ask what on earth you are doing, out there on a bicycle. 
They will all seem strangely miraculous, these creatures 
and people and places and things.  

* 

On the last day of May this year, I checked over my 
loaded Vivente1, fitted with panniers front and rear, with 
a tent on the back rack and a bag on the handlebars, and 
left on the following morning from Aratula, headed 
southwest for Adelaide along inland routes that run 
parallel but generally west of the ones I knew long ago.  

Long ago, as a very young person, the main inland routes 
from the South Moreton Bay coast to Adelaide rolled out 
from my family home as if they had been contained 
within that sanctuary until, every other year, we made use 
of them. The road trips were biannual rituals, so that the 
summers were defined either as Adelaide summers or 
not-this-year. There, you see, my sister and I in the back 
seat of the car, leaning against our separate windows, 
silently watching over the same landscape, rushing past. 
We had our places that never changed, I behind our 
mother, on the left, and Jackie behind our father, on the 
right. So it was that there was a bias in our perception of 
the land, for I would witness the world to the south-east 
and Jackie would face all that was north-west for much 
of the outbound journey, reversing this on the return. And 
though for much of the time the south and north presented 
the near same views, it was impossible not to feel that the 

                                                
1 the Vivente Anatolia is an Australian designed touring bicycle. It has tough 
tyres, strong steel frame, carriage capacity and dynamo hub for lights front and 
rear. It is a lovely tourer and no doubt about it. As I spent most of my time 
alone, the Vivente became a true friend with whom I consulted on matters to do 
with momentum, and she always responded with calm enthusiasm and alert 
confidence. 
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land was split down the middle by the road, just as the car 
was divided between four lives, left and right, front and 
back. Only the highway gave the illusion that everything 
was bound in a single purpose and that Adelaide was one 
place to us all.  

With such consistency were the journeys made, always 
along the New England, Newell, Midwestern and Sturt 
highways that their pattern became a talisman that laced 
through our family story and has left an abiding 
impression on the navigational sense I have of my 
country. It has become a species of song-line. On account 
of their rhythmic reliability, these journeys at some point 
took on a general appearance, an overall character. That 
is, I could not tell you on which particular trip this or that 
happened or was witnessed, because these times have 
foregone their smaller stories to be part of the larger one, 
the single event of a journey made again and again. 
Repetition shapes the past into a place. One journey 
overlays another; rather than producing a narrative line 
there is a thickening of a single event, like a sketch that 
is overdrawn until the paper wears thin, and then you 
become aware of the fragility of the medium, whether it 
is paper or memory.  

Over time this place that repetition produces, loses form 
still further to become a substance with indefinable 
qualities, so that when I turn to the past for images, I find 
they are almost completely overtaken by textures, smells, 
sounds, space, climate. Sense, furthermore, in which 
memory finds its material, is in the details, but not in the 
order in which they are given. For memory proves to be 
a watery medium upon which some images float and 
move about, and into which others sink and dissolve. The 
ones that float are very often those whose sensory values 
precede their dramatic weight. So I might recall the space 
between some grasses, a warm patch of earth, the pattern 
on a carpet, water evaporating from concrete on a 
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scorching day, some curtained windows behind geranium 
shrubs, a sunning cat on a broken step, a road rising away 
from the edge of a town, the texture of a weathered fence, 
some horse hair caught in barbed wire, still, shallow 
water beneath an old bridge… but, they have cut loose of 
their contexts. 

Few photographs were taken in those days, and of those 
we have, they are feathered and faded into strange 
colours, with a preference for lilacs and yellowed-green. 
Had I taken some myself, I wonder would they have been 
those un-momentous images that have proven robust in 
my recollection? If all the pictures this memory retains 
are isolated fragments, unspectacular in their content and 
mostly placeless, their value is in their ability to imply 
the larger story, like points left long after the map has 
faded, but enough to raise the spectre of places no longer 
fully coherent. 

As a result of the homogenising effects of time and 
repetition, the first and last journeys, in my memory, are 
knotted in with all those between. Indeed, so lost to my 
recollection is the final trip we made, it is as though there 
were no final trip at all and so they continue on in 
perpetuity, finding only internal resolution, and the child 
that is me, travelling endlessly this route. But just as 
home gives the possibility of excursion, so the past, as 
this sense laden substance, may resurface as a portal to 
realms of experience yet to come. Thus, four decades 
later, journeying on the bicycle from which there is no 
left or right preference and upon which no other 
passengers, I set out, strong limbed, to retrieve something 
gone, but to have it afresh in this later part of life. 

* 

Images, but also names have the power to materialise 
whole worlds, but as memory names, they sound with a 
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different weight. If time were a string looped into a 
repeated motif, three places names would be its prize 
pearls. These three names that marked out each journey 
are not words like other words. They are objects 
burnished by handling; they have taken on the interior 
shape of the soul, for having lodged there so long: 
Tamworth, West Wyalong, then Mildura. And between 
these shining objects, are threaded others: Tenterfield, 
Glen Innes and Armidale; Coonabarabran, Gilgandra, 
Dubbo, Parkes and Forbes, Hay and Balranald. Together 
they form an incantatory, mesmeric song. And in that 
order. For the truth is, I do not recall a single return trip. 
Only the outward bound, east to west, as if, although we 
went repeatedly, we never came back. 

It was on account of these journeys through central New 
South Wales, Victoria and into South Australia and 
Adelaide, where, in years gone by, my paternal 
grandparents and an entire population of cousins and 
aunties and uncles on both sides of my family awaited, 
that I wanted to ride there on my bicycle. I wanted to put 
in an effort equal to the value of those days, those people, 
to know what this might feel like: love reimagined as 
athletic exertion. It was a dedicatory trip, I began to say 
when people would ask along the way; an explanation I 
believed with increasing ardour as I progressed. And the 
pace of the bicycle gave the opportunity to settle 
thoroughly into this conviction – for such a dedication 
must be made with all one’s might – and to relish the 
country that brought me to this purpose. I wanted to move 
through the land at a more lingering pace, and take a route 
that gave me to the places beyond the major highways, 
places we hardly knew we were passing by in the old 
days.  

So it was that upon this new route a new catalogue of 
names began to form the language of a past yet to come, 
names that even now as I write, are making their way 
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deeper into the channels of my being. Inverell, Narrabri, 
Narromine and Tullamore, to name a few, on minor roads 
and highways west and slightly north of the old ways. I 
crossed with the old way, first at Narrabri, then again at 
Gilgandra, where I half expected to encounter some sign 
of us – but of course, this was winter where I rode, and 
our earlier trips were summer. The routes then diverged 
until meeting again at West Wyalong from where they 
remained in congruence, though not at all as I recalled, 
all the way to Adelaide. I wanted to understand the land 
by transitions and connections and continuities that 
reveal themselves when you move slowly. I wanted to 
know the land differently to the days when I gazed from 
the moving window, without much thought for what I 
saw, and played with little things in the smallness of my 
hands.  

Returning by bicycle, I am afforded the child’s primary 
experience with an increased and wider alertness that my 
years have required of me. I can no longer know a place 
within the safe enclave of my parents’ determination, 
when I was not compelled, for example, to navigate and 
provide, or to read all sorts of signs, or talk with 
strangers. The boarded up shop fronts, the loaded silos, 
disused bridges, mutilated kangaroos, one tree plains 
were just passing phenomena, that would raise 
momentary affective responses, but within the security of 
the family circle they were passing facts, whose reasons 
I never thought to ask. On a bicycle, alone, there is no 
such guard against the effects these kinds of encounters 
will raise; there is no occasion for the land to lapse into a 
background for reverie or thoughts of elsewhere, for it is 
always with you. Everything, even distance, is 
experienced in immediacy, in proximity. Distance 
touches you as a fact as sure as the stones that crunch 
beneath the tyres. In the car the landscape is a fleeting 
image, always striated by movement, and defined by all 
that is on the other side of the window, by all that is not 
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you. On the bicycle, you plunge into the world like you 
dive beneath a wave, and the weather touches you and 
pushes into you so that, as with water, it becomes a 
quality of your skin as much as it is a sign of the season.  

As I looked about me and took it in and breathed it out, I 
felt I was understanding something about my kin for 
whose memory I had undertaken this adventure, for this 
was the land that connected us; this is what we had in 
common! They came in my mind to be inflected by all 
these qualities of land and air and sky, as I was 
experiencing them. This country was not simply made up 
of miles that separated us, miles to be put aside in order 
to overcome the distance, but of a shared distance, of 
qualities that expressed the nature of our connections.  
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moving and stopping   

 

Away! You are now on the road. It has begun. Your 
course is set south-west for the next three weeks. For 
three weeks, away from home, in the land of strangers, 
you will know, with a clarity unparalleled, for you are 
pared back to the essentials, just who you are, and what 
must be done. 

Leaving from Aratula on the Cunningham Highway, 
Friday the first of June. With the weather fair and chilly, 
this day that has been nurtured by the past six months, the 
gestation of an adventure, and by its careful preparations, 
arrives fully formed and ripe. Every adventure must 
begin with the arrival of a moment, of an opening, while 
the sense of departure belongs to those at home. At the 
start, there is a sparkling hour, long awaited!  

Mark came with me that first day, over Cunningham’s 
Gap and the range that separates the green epidermis of 
the coastal regions from the wide interior whose colours, 
while more muted, shimmer with infinite nuance. We 
bought coffee in Aratula but, eager to be gone, dispensed 
it into a water bottle and began our ascent. This steep pass 
cuts between Mount Cordeaux to the north and Mount 
Mitchell to the south, in that part of the Great Dividing 
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Range that bridges the Fassifern Valley where Aratula 
lies, and the agricultural plateau of the Darling Downs. 
You climb the eastern side more than you descend the 
western.  
 
We ascended this range at a steady 1:20 rise for ten 
kilometres, past sprawling views of the Lockyer valley to 
the north, and into the cooling, lucid tree temples of 
bellbird country, where up above, precipitous cliffs, the 
remains of ancient eroded volcanoes made you giddy just 
to look. I soon felt the full weight of the bike I was to 
push through the next two thousand kilometres. Road 
workers waved and I joked with one of them: look who’s 
carrying the load! But at two thirds the way up, the easy 
cheer was overtaken by a hard and silent, jaw clenching 
grind. Still I was able to feel the thrill of the first bell bird 
call that always greets the traveller around two kilometres 
from the summit, and know, by the sudden drop in 
temperature, that we were almost there.  

The effort left me legless at the top, but laughing. I 
collapsed to the ground, knowing the hardest climb was 
behind me, only an hour or so into the journey. The 
memory of this early achievement ought to have 
remained a cause for composure in the face of future 
climbs, for there would be nothing as daunting as this 
again. Long distance touring, however, is not only 
measured in the daily miles and comparative climbs, but 
in their unique emergence each day, and the way they 
accumulate in the body and inhabit the affective 
dimension over time. Thus, much later on between West 
Wyalong and Rankin Springs, when struggling on far 
lesser hills and thinking about that first slow, grinding 
ascent, I had to admit that the coil of energy that was to 
unwind over the ensuing weeks was efficiently bound 
and nicely taut that first day, just the thing for a mountain. 
Fortunately, the most arduous climbs were concentrated 
on the first week, up to Narrabri, beyond which the land 
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flattened out significantly, eventually producing its own 
peculiar insistences upon the body.  

The coffee tasted bitter at the top of the range, not quite 
the thing, but sweetened by this first victory. Take heed, 
however! As long as certainty is derived from what has 
gone before, one is left exposed to fate, which comes at 
you from what lies ahead, and what lies ahead may well 
have been brewing long ago. In short, the thrill of a 
descent is proportional to the trust you have in your 
brakes, and will turn to dread the moment you become 
aware of this misplaced confidence. Halfway down I 
gripped the rear brake lever and got no response. I 
managed to stop on the front disk and Mark checked it 
over pinching and wriggling the brake into a mild 
responsiveness. But at the base of the range, we yanked 
out the mangled remains of the H spring that had cradled 
the two sides of the rear brake pads. One pad was 
completely gone, as was the split pin that ought to have 
been holding them together. How does a split pin fall out? 
It was not something I had been expecting to dwell on in 
the first hours of my adventure; I had never thought about 
split pins at all. Just at the moment I had anticipated the 
world opening out onto vastness, to be looking onto 
distant things, I was peering into a brake cavity, 
scrutinising a tiny piece of scrunched metal, thinking of 
an absent split pin and learning about the small and 
hidden mechanisms of my bike.  

If you ever find yourself in this situation, on a bicycle 
with hydraulic disk brakes and a missing brake pad, you 
need to make certain that you cannot inadvertently 
activate the broken part. Without a brake pad to push 
against the disk, you will be connecting the piston – the 
piston houses the hydraulic brake fluid – with the rotating 
disk and wearing it thin. Once it wears through and that 
fluid goes you will need to abandon your trip for the time 
being, and find a repair shop. Mark taught me these 
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things and I was grateful but continued with the 
unnerving sense that I was not prepared to go out alone 
with my bicycle, whose care I could not guarantee. We 
tied off the rear brake by strapping the lever open with a 
cable tie2 and made for Warwick… 

…where there is no bicycle shop. After Mark had fixed 
his puncture, received at the first traffic lights in town, 
we made for our motel and set about addressing the 
problem of the brakes. No bike shop, no response from 
the local club and a chap who was recommended to us 
was not in town. So I would ride on to Inverell, minus 
rear brakes, where I was to stay with some local cyclists 
we had met six months previously, and where there 
would be a workshop equipped for the job.  

The next morning, much later than we had expected due 
to the bedevilments of the bikes and attempts to restore 
some security, we stood at the intersection of the 
Cunningham Highway and Dragon Street, saying a 
nervous goodbye, Mark reassuring me, I seeking greater 
reassurance, and all tied in with this emotional moment, 
the consummation of an adventure I had anticipated for 
so long, and that had already taken the story into its own 
hands. In the next moment Mark would turn east and back 
over the range, and I south west minus a critical part of 
my bike, to which all my attention would be concentrated 
up until Inverell. But then, Laura appeared. 

Coming our way on her road bike, kitted up warmly for 
a morning ride, a trim, alert woman who drew our 
attention, so that we interrupted our goodbyes to watch 
as she turned back to us on the corner. For she had surely 
recognised something not right, not necessarily the brake 
pads, but this couple, one on a tourer, one on a road bike, 
a troubled expression, a parting. So she entered, through 

                                                
2	Always carry a stash of cable ties with you on a long, or even a short bike trip. 
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a fissure that would widen as I proceeded across the 
country, my life. Unimposing, quietly spoken, English, 
with a laconic ease, strong and gentle, she calmly got on 
the phone to Rooster once we had told our story. As it 
happened, we had spoken with this Rooster the previous 
day in our search for mechanical help. But it was he that 
was out of town. Now he was promising to be at Laura’s 
house in an hour. He had the parts I needed. He would do 
the job, no trouble. Mark and I said our farewells again, 
but they were of a different cast. For by some spell of 
narrative alchemy, we had been lifted from the wrong 
story into the right one, and this time Mark would see me 
delivered into the first marvel of a solo adventure, the 
first of three graces who would administer the greatest 
kindness and friendship this side of Narrabri.  

It was at Laura’s house I waited, where she made coffee 
and then lunch, and where I learned she had been a drover 
when she came to Australia, and that her grandmother 
had studied art at the Royal Academy and her grandfather 
had been an editor at the Daily Telegraph, on Fleet Street! 
And Laura, she was a passionate cyclist, who believed 
ardently in women’s cycling, such that she regularly 
travelled to Brisbane to help with women’s training at the 
velodrome. In fact, she would be going there today, 
directly after lunch. Rooster arrived, replaced the brake 
pads in less than five minutes, asked a trifle for the 
fathomless favour and was gone. Then I was gone, 
leaving the gate open because, in two minutes, Laura 
would be going too.  

Oh, the hug I gave that marvelous person who not only 
preserved me in my predicament, but established the tone 
for the future journey, and would continue to follow my 
progress and send words of encouragement throughout 
the remainder of the adventure. I later found out that, on 
her way to Brisbane, just before crossing the range, she 
had come across Mark on the side of the road, fixing yet 
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another puncture. She stopped to let him know how 
things had worked out, and saw that all was well with 
him. So it was that on the first day, gratitude was ignited 
and began its unstoppable growth. 

* 

Leaving Warwick by midday, I rode with hills and 
headwind for fifty kilometres to Karara, arriving mid-
afternoon to the early excitement of an equestrian event 
that was gathering on the fields below. The rooms were 
all taken, the camping ground full, but if I wished, I could 
pitch my tent behind the tavern, the only building to mark 
the place. With a hot shower in my skin, a fire to sit by 
and a warming meal in that cheerful, crowded place, the 
obstacles of today’s ride and mechanical intrigues were 
well behind me. The tavern was run by a couple who had 
gone to great lengths to ensure they were a port of call 
along the highway, for there were curious and homely 
objects everywhere, historical photographs, an open 
fireplace, books and charm lining the walls, and in the 
bathroom, in case the welcoming atmosphere in the bar 
was not enough, disco lights in the shower rose. And at 
night, the proprietress put on a black dress that hugged 
her figure, and served at the tables, cooked in the kitchen 
and managed the till. Down along the bar, a gold 
prospector – I am not joking! – inquired as to my purpose 
there. Alone? Someone asked. Yes, alone. Afraid? they 
asked. No, I said, alarmed, what should I fear?  

In my cosy tent at the back of the tavern, between a great 
camphor laurel and a hills hoist, I fell asleep to an 
uninterrupted stream of pleasantly monotonous, muffled 
announcements coming across the megaphone at the 
equestrian event, crowding out the paddocks down 
below.  
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Song 

 

About five kilometres before turning off the Cunningham 
Highway to head south to Texas and thirty-seven 
kilometres west of Karara, there is a small locality called 
Oman Ama. I can find no information about this name; I 
imagine a connection to that coastal nation on the Persian 
Gulf, and look for clues but nothing gives in the 
continuous expanse of dry grass and sparsely treed land. 
And there is a man there who sings.  

Like Karara, you notice Oman Ama by its single building 
behind a wide gravel drive off the highway, this one 
offering the conveniences of a petrol station, café, and 
general store. Apart from this establishment, from the 
highway there is no other sign of town or village or 
dwelling; but this is deceptive. As I later found out, in 
2015 someone in federal government put a finger on the 
map, pointing out a tiny and insignificant place with a 
strange name that sounded like a ho-hum, sixty-five 
kilometres north of the New South Wales border and 
pronounced a nuclear waste dump there. By the end of 
April the following year the proposal was withdrawn 
because the people of Oman Ama, far from being ho-
hum, became visible and said No! Then things hushed 
again, but as I mentioned, there is a man there who sings, 
into the quiet, still air of Oman Ama.  
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The man, who seemed of middle eastern origin and 
whose voice, in the few words he spoke, suggested as 
much, emerged from the room behind the counter after 
some time and looked blankly on me when I asked 
whether I might get a coffee. He said nothing, then 
disappeared out the back again. The place was neat and 
well stocked, with comfortable chairs and a good warm 
heater. But the man who, when I thought about it, seemed 
lost in a profound sadness, had vanished and said 
nothing, so eventually I went outside. He quickly 
appeared and explained he was just waiting for the 
machine to warm up. Once I had the coffee I sat on a 
bench in the sun to drink it. The grounds were neat at the 
shop in Oman Ama. Great care was taken over the grey 
lawn that seemed to be surrounded by eternity. The man 
walked about the area slowly, almost glidingly, going 
about his chores, singing, chanting in a language that 
seemed to beckon a place far from here; it stirred up a 
considerable distance. He was neither withdrawn nor 
carefree in his voice, but unto himself, and I feel sure all 
those who came and went from his store, were slightly 
transparent to him.  

* 

The hills started again for the sixty-two kilometres along 
the Greenup Limevale Road that headed south to Texas, 
but I had arrived by mid-afternoon, and went in search of 
my first caravan park. Before leaving I had promised two 
measures that were to safeguard my well-being and 
reassure those at home. The first was to not ride by night 
and the second was to not camp by the roadside. In truth, 
I was happy to find these parks each afternoon, to have a 
hot shower and sometimes light a fire or make use of a 
kitchen. They are generally cheap enough and besides, I 
had made a promise always to talk to strangers, and towns 
and parks and pubs and cafes are necessary to guarantee 
a conversation each day. Except in Oman Ama. 
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A mermaid in the west 

 

From Texas, Inverell was my reward at the end of a long 
day in the saddle. Endless hills had my confidence rising 
and falling with the terrain, grinding up, then with short 
lived relief, spinning down, only to find another hill just 
up ahead. However, it has to be said, that kind of 
regularity gets you used to things and hills were 
becoming more a fact and less an obstruction. I had 
stopped for lunch in Ashford, where, on the northern 
outskirts of this tiny New England town halfway between 
Texas and Inverell, I waved to a bearded man sitting in 
his wheelchair in the doorway of a low-set fibre-board 
bungalow. He was of a robust build and well weathered 
and I could not help noticing that he had only one leg. I 
thought from a fleeting expression as I passed by – so 
fleeting I could not be sure, in truth, if it was his 
expression or my volition – that a conversation was 
beckoning. The plants in the front garden slumped grey 
and brittle in their gravel beds, like forgotten plants on 
tombstones, and things looked forlorn and almost 
forsaken. But the man was enthused to tell me about his 
own cycling and motor bike riding adventures. Those 
flamboyant, dare devil highlights of the past both cut 
through this present desolation, and possibly explained it. 
You could afford to live in Ashford, he told me, but 
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where do you go for your medical needs, your operations 
and so on? Not Inverell, not Warwick (for various 
reasons which he explained). I listened with interest, 
taking in the details of his story, as much as his will to 
tell it, and content to take and give my time, and not rush 
off as so often I have done in the past.  

* 

How suddenly and momentarily one person becomes 
something to another in the fortuity of an encounter. It 
can hardly be that we share our story because we believe 
the other one needs it. Why then would someone signal 
out over broken plants and fences, to a stranger passing 
by, reeling in their world? And why would the stranger 
turn back along the footpath as if they had been expected, 
or summoned, and stop without question? I was drawn to 
thinking about Martin Buber, the Austrian Jewish 
philosopher who wrote of two distinct ways in which we 
approach another person or regard another thing. 
Together they form the foundations for an understanding 
of worldly and spiritual existence. On the one hand, he 
says, we establish our part within a relation that 
recognises every encounter as presenting us with an 
object for consideration, affording some experience or 
sensation, something to be judged for its relative merits 
to our needs and interests and desires. He uses the 
example of a tree, which we can regard for its offerings 
of shade, the science by which it can be grasped and 
contained, its unwieldy complexity brought to account, 
its parts dissected, its many qualities distributed 
throughout our senses, and through that insistent faculty 
of judgement, and so on. But to encounter the tree as 
another subject in the world, so that all you have is this 
relation, is to experience a profound existential truth. 
Between these two ways of being, people and things 
variously serve our finite needs, and immerse us in the 
ineffable glow and fathomlessness of relation. It was not 
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just in this brief conversation, over a thin fence and dry 
yard, that I noticed these expressions of being made 
manifest, but everywhere and often enough. For I soon 
discovered it is in the freedom from fear and purpose that 
the grounds for such relations are most fertile. 

* 

Town was one kilometre down the road and off to the left. 
The hills still to come that afternoon were all around 
Ashford; there was no avoiding them. In the main street 
I saw a well-dressed woman pushing a pram that 
contained her small, white dog whose tips she had dyed 
blue, and a large glittering star protruding from above. 
She advised where I could get a sandwich then urged me 
to pay a visit to her op shop. I would have gone, but felt 
I could no longer delay. It was midday, and there were 
miles of road and hills to come before Inverell.  

If fuel is the thing that gets you along, then these 
encounters are indeed a fuel of sorts, for thinking about 
them as I ride puts me in great spirits, or at least a 
reflective mood, to which any effort becomes, for a 
while, a background sense. Thank you bearded man with 
one leg. Thank you, elegant lady with blue poodle and 
star in pram. 

* 

The end of the one hundred and twenty-seven kilometres 
from Texas to Inverell came with a joyous sense of 
arrival, because it was here, not six months ago, we had 
met Maria in the second hand bookshop and got talking 
about bicycling. I noted then how, with such offhanded 
ease, as if she were buying bread, she had selected a book 
of William Blake prints and another of erotic eastern art, 
and taken them to the counter. All the while she was 
telling us about her husband’s obsession for mountain 
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biking. We asked if she knew anything about the cycling 
clubs in Inverell, that we might get some information 
about riding in this area. I would be coming back in June, 
I said, on my way through to Adelaide. She insisted that, 
when I do, I stay with them. She gave us her number, so 
before I left home I contacted Maria to say I would be 
coming as planned. Perfect, yes, of course I remember; 
you will stay! So it was I contacted Maria from the bike 
shop in the centre of Inverell. I had stopped to buy some 
chain oil but the man there looked at me as if I had asked 
for champagne. Within minutes Maria and John had 
pulled up on their own bikes outside the place and we left 
to find a café. Maria was animated, hungry for 
connections, warm and generous, taking me into her 
confidence, all there in the café, like an old friend.  

Later that night Maria told me how she had come out 
from Spain following a love that did not last and that, 
some years on, she had decided to take her children back 
to Spain to bring them up there, but this did not work out 
well so back they came again. Now her children are 
grown, living away, but not too far, and she admits to 
being happy and grounded in her life in Inverell, with 
John and their animals and bicycles. Indeed, this 
happiness seemed a matter of vocation for Maria; she 
owned it like others own property, for it was hard won 
and precious. There seemed to me only one currency, one 
principle value by which Maria made her way in the 
world, and that was human connection, love, nurturing, 
care and gratitude. Before going to bed, she reached over 
the table to a little jar containing a bouquet of tiny 
mermaid dolls filled with grain and made with colourful 
fabrics and with locks of woolly hair. It is one of the 
many things she likes to do in her spare time. Each was 
different, and she was inviting me to choose one. So this 
little colourful dear token of Maria began its travels with 
me, always there in my handlebar bag, just in case I might 
suddenly be in need of a tiny mermaid, which, more often 
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than not, I was.  

The next morning, after watching some bracing mountain 
bike footage on John’s computer, he accompanied me up 
a steep hill to an intersection that met the Gwydir 
Highway, out of Inverell and on to Bingara. His checked 
flannel shirt and baggy shorts flapped about him as he 
stood high on the pedals. I was encased, as usual, in 
layers of lycra and gortex. Not for the first time, as I rode 
behind him, I wondered at the peculiar set of wheels on 
John’s bike, with a big wide mountain bike tyre on the 
back and a twenty-eight on the front. But this man knew 
an impressive everything about mountain biking and 
cared not a jot for conformity. Most of the time 
innovation in cycling, as in everything, strives to 
combine multiple solutions in a single, slick 
technological response. A tyre, for instance, suited to 
every variation of the terrain. I wondered whether this 
wheel set up on John’s bike might just be his way of 
saying, blow to that: road on the front, track on the back 
works just fine!  
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blood  

 

There is scarcely time in the day to complete the miles, 
pitch the tent, organise gear, wash and attempt to dry 
clothes, do some shopping, cook dinner, talk with fellow 
beings, contact family and write a few words, before 
weariness sets in. As I lie back in the snugness of my 
excellent tent – a little world in itself, the way it 
completes a sheer but secure casing all around me – the 
outside temperature falling steadily, a tiny light softly 
glowing above me, I consider my good fortune, and the 
unfolding shape of this journey, a shape that is the 
merging and molding of myself in time, in movement, in 
the land. It is as if, for instance, I were some piece of clay 
being handled with the curiosity of novice hands, 
changing slowly, unaware of the vessel that it might 
become.  

As I ride, I am learning to see the qualities of a place not 
simply by the difficulty of the climbs, even though, on 
the bicycle, you experience a place through the body’s 
exertion, as much as you do through the receptive senses. 
On one register, for example, there is the body under 
command of the will, putting out, always aware of the 
effort as it meets the resistance of the terrain. Yet on what 
seems a different though simultaneous register, I am 
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taking it all in with ease and with gratitude, sometimes 
horror – the endless road-kill, the passage through Myall 
Creek – as if the land were openly offering itself for 
reception. These two experiences quite naturally overlap, 
so that exertion and gratitude seem to be mutually 
necessary agents in the making of an adventure. 

Today I considered the wisdom in taking a short cut that 
would save me a mean seven kilometres. The Delungra 
Bypass Road does what its name promises but is all 
gravel and therefore slow and rough. I began along this 
way for less than a kilometre, before grasping the 
difference between mountain bike tyres and my thirty-
two / thirty-four arrangement. They are brilliant on the 
road, smooth and cushioned, strong and stable, but do not 
absorb the goading ruts and rocks of a long gravel pass. 
Besides, it was not about bypassing towns that I was out 
here, so I rode on to Delungra where, like so many small 
country towns, the road constitutes a wide centre, and the 
town lies low along its margins. I sat in the sun on a log 
beyond the service station, drinking a coffee and 
watching the enormous trucks thunder by.  

During the following stage of the ride I passed through 
Myall Creek, where road works stopped me on a steep 
rise and gave me time to pause and cast my eye over this 
site, both beautiful in its natural terrain and chilling in the 
story that will always be identified with its name. The 
memorial here makes a necessary attempt to reconcile the 
ghosts of its grim history with the present. But it was not 
until I was speaking with John the previous night, that I 
realised I would be passing this way, and just three days 
before the 180th commemorative anniversary of the 
horrific events that occurred here.  

On June 8, 1838, thirty unarmed Wirrayaraay, mostly 
women and children and some older men, camping 
peacefully near some station huts in the Myall Creek 
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area, were confronted by a gang of eleven, mostly ex-
convicts and led by a local landowner. They bound the 
frightened Wirrayaraay, led them less than a kilometre 
away from the huts to a gully, and murdered, 
dismembered and burnt them. The settlers whose huts 
they camped about had intended to protect them but the 
gang ignored this sanction, and their brutal disdain would 
ultimately be their undoing in the court. By the end of 
December that same year, seven out of the eleven were 
accused of murder on the basis of testimony given by the 
station hut-keeper, and hung. The immediate legacy of 
these events was complex. Some accounts claim that the 
court case made the murderous acts of colonialists more 
clandestine. Others point to a shift in public sentiment, 
borne witness in the journalism of the day, in its rapid 
move away from the racist and dehumanising language 
pre-trial, to a media culture that was quick to support the 
rights and humanity of the indigenous population. On 
Friday this week, there would be a commemorative 
service at Myall Creek, by the memorial, when the 
legacy, of which commemoration itself was evidence, 
would no doubt be further aired. Some things should 
never be forgotten. It is a beautiful region where all this 
took place, with its lush mountainous passages, gullies 
and forests. But it is impossible to move through Myall 
Creek without first being called to the attention of this 
history and its powerful connection to unfinished 
business.     

I mentioned also the road-kill, which has pursued me 
with its grim images ever since the Cunningham 
Highway. Mostly kangaroos, though I also witnessed a 
couple of foxes, hares and lizards, road kill is a term that 
only makes sense when dead animals are seen from the 
self-same offending agent, the car or truck, but loses 
currency when you are on a bicycle. For the term suggests 
a type of slaughter that is so general, it seems only to 
happen once: it is the recurring evidence of the same 
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single death, repeated. Road kill is said in the singular. 
But from the bicycle you see it in a different way as you 
dodge the gore and peer into the crow pecked cavities that 
once were eyes, and cringe at the tragic indignity of the 
splayed genitalia bulging from a heroic buck arched and 
bloated, or the exposed rigid spine of half a roo, seated, 
as it were, with its poor head elsewhere up the road, or a 
mother with joey spilling from her inverted pouch. The 
singular, homogenising explanation of road kill is 
meaningless, for each one is a grizzly tragedy for the 
kangaroo people that have lived their own lives up until 
some decisive, fatal moment.  

* 

I arrived in Bingara by early afternoon, and found the 
campground down by the river, lined with small orange 
trees. Everything was unusually green and lush, though 
just below the surface the ground hardened against the 
push of the tent peg. Bingara rests at the centre of the 
loosely defined New England region in Northern New 
South Wales, and at the western edge of the Great 
Dividing Range. You enter the outskirts of the small town 
by crossing two bridges, just to doubly confirm your 
arrival and thus are rewarded by two views over the 
sparkling Gwydir River, where, lining its narrow banks, 
I saw trees of lavish orange and yellow hue, warm against 
the rich, dense evergreens. The local Kamilaroi people 
named Bingara, which means shallow crossing. Allan 
Cunningham would have been well pleased by this fact 
in 1827, when he became the first European to make the 
crossing at the place where Bingara, the town, later grew. 
A large piece of leaning granite, that reminded me of 
Rodin’s Balzac, commemorates this moment, down near 
the river, on the way to the camping ground. Inverell also 
sits within the northern reaches of New England, but it 
was only here in Bingara, at its centre, that the country 
felt so lush, as if less touched by the drought that was 
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devastating most of New South Wales.  

In the town centre, I had tea and soup at the Roxy café, a 
spacious and beautifully restored Art Deco establishment 
on a corner of the main street and adjoining the famous 
Roxy Theatre. Both were built in the 1930s by 
enterprising Greek immigrants from Kythera who 
insisted on the largest, most elaborate theatre in the 
region. It ran as a cinema and dance hall until 1958, and 
then lay silent, closed and dark until the late 1990s when 
the shire purchased it and set about restoration, reopening 
it in 2004. Just a few days ago, the theatre hosted the 
Melbourne City Ballet, performing Carmen to an 
arrangement of Bizet’s score. For the most part though it 
is the magnificent Art Deco interior visitors come to see: 
the strange ambience of a theatre, when no longer the 
housing, the backdrop to some production, is enough, of 
itself to enliven the imagination. You can take a tour and 
complement it with a guided walk around the adjoining 
Greek Museum, whose artefacts illustrate how, from the 
early part of the twentieth century in country New South 
Wales, Greek immigrants established and operated a 
great many of the cafés and picture theatres that gave 
flavor and diversion to isolated communities. I missed 
the tour, but was content to spend the afternoon in the sun 
at a small table outside the Roxy café, in this small mid 
New England town, glancing south-west down the main 
road, to the first mountain I would be crossing the next 
day. 
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two mountains 

 

From Bingara, Kilarney Gap Road cuts obliquely across 
agricultural and forest country, passing at its north-east 
end through the lower slopes of Benbraggie, and at its 
south-western extent, across the northern end of Mount 
Kaputar. From there, it is only a short ride, about thirty 
kilometres, to Narrabrai, my destination for the day. On 
maps I had studied these mountains scrupulously, 
wanting what was not possible to have: a thorough sense 
of their challenges, and a guarantee that I was up to the 
task. This quiet, sometimes narrow road turns south-west 
at Bingara, away from the Gwydir Highway, which 
continues north-west to Moree, where it intercepts the 
busy Newell, coming down from Goondiwindi. I might 
have gone that way to avoid the mountains, but it would 
entail considerably more distance and put me amidst the 
constant fact of heavy haulage for one hundred 
kilometres. Still, these twin mountains were a source of 
some concern so that before I left home I wrote to the 
tourist centre at Bingara, seeking information and 
reassurance.  
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The reply I received suggested considerable research and 
effort on the part of the tourist officer there. For a start, 
she had spoken with a cyclist that very morning – a chap 
“who used to live here but is now in Oberon” – who had 
done a section of the ride I was inquiring about. And on 
the strength of the information I had given, he was able 
to say with some confidence that I should not encounter 
any trouble. She also confirmed the roads had been sealed 
for some ten years now, though certain maps still showed 
otherwise. She gave me gradients, climb distances, 
alerted me to narrow patches of road, and named twelve 
hairpin bends along that climb up Mount Kaputar. She 
recommended the ride for the pleasant qualities of the 
area, and sparked my interest with the promise of 
numerous volcanic rock formations. She gave me contact 
details for the Narrabri cycle club and said that three 
years ago Cycling Australia ran a section of their road 
race over the Bingara-Narrabri road. In short, I could not 
have asked for a more generous reply and for that alone, 
felt compelled to take the road without further 
consideration.    

So I left very early, resolved to approach the climbs in a 
measured way, one pedal at a time, finding a good pace 
and keeping it. In that way I was over the first mountain 
before 9am, triumphant. The country between flattened 
out, and I was able to ride with some ease, with Mount 
Kaputar National Park stretching out like a blockade to 
fill the south-west, as I made the approach past boundless 
farms that merged with open grass lands. After lunch the 
rise through a narrow neck of the mountainous terrain on 
the northern edge of the Nandewar Ranges began. In no 
time, I was moving at a heroic nine kilometres an hour, 
but since my modest ambition was simply to keep riding 
and make it to the top without grinding to a stop, my 
speed was of no consequence. At one point a car passed 
me, going the other way, down the mountain and, unlike 
most messages sent flying from cars intended to put 
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cyclists in their place, the one issued from this car was a 
friendly joke – You’re going the wrong way!  

The road continued to wind steadily, bending back on 
itself in those hairpin bends I was promised, to give 
sudden views down the sheer drop to the left. As it turned 
to face the south, I was awarded a momentary view across 
to the enormous volcanic plugs cutting through the 
vegetation, but then the road kinked back again to face 
the north, and so things progressed to the summit. Up 
there, in the quiet altitude I noticed most acutely the 
remains of a huge fire that had torn through Kaputar in 
February this same year. Charred remains of heath and 
eucalypt opened the forest to the sky.  

Descending, now with brakes I could rely upon, I learnt 
with the deepest fondness and gratitude that my bicycle 
was made for just this moment. For on that fast, winding 
road, she clung strong and steady as I bent low over the 
handle bars. I could feel an almost civil agreement 
between tyres and track, and the weight of the bike, rather 
than pulling it about, seemed to ground it, balance its load 
and reassure its rider. Don’t you worry, my Vivente 
seemed to say, I’ll take care of this!   

After the descent, the road evened out, and this marked 
the end of a stage of the journey, for from now on, the 
land would become distinctly flatter and drier. And while 
I felt a weary compulsion to get to Narrabri on account 
of a possible drenching, for clouds had gathered and the 
first spots of rain I had seen so far began to fall, this did 
not stop me pulling up near the entry gate of a large 
property whose homestead was far from view, to brew a 
hot drink. The ride that had troubled me from the start 
was now done. As I sat there clasping my warming cup, 
I looked back at the range, staged against the north-east 
horizon, with a grassy plain between us. It seemed so far 
away, so quickly and easily dispatched to the distance. 
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Things were falling away, even as I sat and watched, into 
a newly designated past.  

The rain clouds thickened as I approached Narrabri, and 
the Killarney Gap Road finally ended, joining the Newell 
for the last six kilometres into town. Here on the big road, 
I faced into powerful headwinds, and for the first time 
found out what happens when a truck passes from the 
opposite direction in such conditions. For the vacuum left 
in its wake is filled by an immediate and powerful rush 
of air, equal in volume to the truck. The combined effect 
of these forces, if both agree to be sufficiently 
determined, is to bring the bike to a complete standstill. 
Once in town, I turned my weary self into the first low 
budget motel I saw, and lodged me and the Vivente 
gratefully within. Returning from the shop a little later 
on, the clouds finally gave in to their load with all the 
surrender of a body to slumber, which, soon enough 
would come about.   
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hot water, deep and soothing  

 

The following day I head almost directly west for one 
hundred kilometres, making for Pilliga, where hot spring 
water rises from deep within an artesian bore. The flat 
country continues and I ride her roads, sometimes with 
the joy of unhindered momentum, and elsewhere, 
without any apparent change to the gradient, frustrated by 
the effort to maintain a reasonable speed. I recall Earnest 
Hemmingway saying something to the effect that cycling 
brings your awareness acutely to the gradients of the 
terrain like nothing else. This is not the case on the light 
weight road bike, that will carry you up far more acute 
inclines without a care, but true of the heavier touring 
bicycle. Even on these seemingly flat stretches I find my 
speed varies from twenty-two to thirty-one kilometres an 
hour without any apparent change in the lie of the land; 
but it is there, sure enough, in the constantly adjusting 
effort and ease. The bicycle tells precisely where the 
earth is breathing in and where breathing out, whether it 
is a lungful, or a sigh. 

By mid-morning, forty kilometres along the Kamilaroi 
Highway, I ride into Wee Waa, whose golf course 
headlines its attractions across an imposing billboard. 
The main street is organised around a war memorial 
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incorporated into a tall, sturdy red brick clock tower 
located on an intersection at its western end. The clock 
reliably chimes on the hour and half hour, and seems to 
enjoy a stoic authority in this small town. I stop at the 
local bakery, coming in from the quiet street to find half 
the town’s population energetically involved in morning 
tea. The place is alive with human voice, a single, vibrant 
mesh of sound, rising and falling and sparkling lightly 
like polished silverware. Faces are flushed with the 
winter cold and there is a pressing together of cheeks and 
hands as people meet at the counter, and lean in toward 
each other at the tables. It beckons me, all this humanity 
and I am enthralled to be part of it, so I watch on with the 
nervous thrill of someone about to be called forward. I 
am not, of course, called, but when I leave I am feeling 
elevated and strong.  

On the way out of town I pass an entry to a public garden, 
greener than anything I have ever seen before or since. 
There is an ornate pagoda toward the back and off to the 
right, and a federation house on the left, its low set 
veranda opening onto this other-worldly garden. I stand 
and watch for some minutes, unsure what to do with this 
vision, what to make of it, of my encounter with it, on 
this day. It is still but shimmering with a luminescent 
green that radiates into the atmosphere. The earth seems 
well fed beneath the grass, plump and soft. I have an urge 
to enter, but feel something will break, vanish, dissolve 
irredeemably if I were to step into this enchantment. Not 
all moments can be expected to flow into each other and 
make well connected sense. Some remain floating, adrift 
from any context, like islands.  

* 

I left the Kamilaroi to take a smaller road all the way to 
Pilliga, but stopped three kilometres short of the town, 
drawn in by a sight that had, from a distance, the 
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dreamlike, end-of-days quality of a Fellini set. From the 
scrub of low eucalyptus and dry grasses appeared an 
opening, a large clearing the size of two enormous ovals. 
Two trees clung to the parched, hard ground towards its 
centre and, bordering one side, a gleaming arc of 
caravans. Further away, on the distant eastern end of its 
wide circumference, several other caravan encampments 
sat lonely on the crusty earth, and one or two, in defiance 
of this trend, had stopped in the centre. It looked as 
though a circus had set up on the town’s outskirts but 
forgotten the marquee. So strange and inviting was this 
vision that I turned left off the road and pulled into the 
setting along a gravel entry. Just beyond the entry, the 
track took me past the reason for this gathering: a 
swimming pool, of deep, dark and deliciously hot bore 
water. The pool was covered by a simple roof and 
concreted about, with an enormous spout of hot water 
issuing from the far end and thundering into this 
communal tub. There were several people, submerged 
tranquilly up to their necks, engaged in friendly, familiar 
banter. Past the pool was the lumberous, grotesque form 
of the bore pump, with a thick pelt of soft algae. Later I 
saw polite folk approaching this monstrosity and filling 
their bottles and canteens. It happens though, that the 
water is crystal clear, tasteless and, fresh from the warm 
belly of the earth, a delightful 37˚C. 

Further in I met a group of jaunty companions slumped 
in folding chairs drinking tea within one of the more 
established encampments. They welcomed me and 
wanted to know my story. I learned that this place was a 
pilgrimage of sorts for numerous, mostly retired folk in 
no hurry, who come regularly for up to four weeks at a 
time, to sit in the thermal mineral bath as treatment for all 
kinds of nagging conditions, particularly arthritic pain. 
Clearly it was also a time to reconnect with old friends. 
These people were equally dedicated to attending their 
ailments as they were to unravelling their stories, and 
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making simple human contact. There was nothing 
glamorous about this place, and I grew to admire these 
people for the rudimentary pleasures that contented them, 
day after day. They cooked their meals, sat in their chairs, 
chatted, and, wrapped in their towels and with thongs on 
their feet, shuffled to and fro the thermal bath, across the 
barren, hard earth expanse, up to five times a day and into 
the night.  

I pitched my tent under one of the two trees, and as I was 
doing so, a man of advanced years, dressed, you might 
imagine, for an afternoon concert, came by and stood 
about as I hammered pegs with a rock and tossed the fly 
with the wind, catching it quickly as it alighted over the 
tent. Kevin stood with hands in pockets and watched. His 
expression was hard to gauge, for this man had suffered 
some torture of the face, and his mouth was terribly 
distorted, caved in, askew. But as he spoke, there was no 
mistaking his condition as one of chronic sadness, for he 
had lost his life partner several years earlier, never 
recovered, and was desperately, unashamedly lonely. 
Now, he was travelling with a friend, each in their own 
caravan. Theirs were two of those distant vans, away 
from the crowd. He wanted me to promise to make use of 
his van if I were uncomfortable, hungry or lonely. I felt 
for him, but also wondered at his boldness. Was it just an 
index of the severity of his isolation and despair, reaching 
a point where he no longer feared rejection? And then 
Kevin began to annoy me because he would not go away. 
And then, I felt wretched for my unkindness, then 
annoyed that he had put me in this turmoil of guilt and 
pity.  

Soon after I was settled, and Kevin had moved on, I 
wandered over to the bath and slid into the hot water in 
my full cycling kit. It needed time to dry so this dunking, 
whose joys and benefits to the weary cyclist’s body can 
hardly be overstated, wanted to happen sooner than later. 
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The remains of the afternoon were spent in organising 
washing, preparing the meal, reading and, just before 
sunset, deciding on a fire. So I walked to the other side of 
the road to find dry wood. There, with my back to the 
camp ground and its marvelous cast of humanity, I 
moved between the sparsely positioned eucalypts, across 
brittle tufts of yellow grass and in a rare moment without 
my Vivente, felt the buzzing remoteness. Yet in this place 
I also felt the presence of another encampment, another 
people. It was palpable, and as I gathered the sticks, I 
gave thanks, and looked about left and right, for it seemed 
inhabited to me, though the thin trees would conceal 
little. Whilst there, I took two photographs and regarding 
one of them later on, I noticed, in the lower right, the 
faint, yet unmistakable wash of a human form. Was it just 
in the shades of the dirt road, congealing loosely into a 
shape for the imagination to complete? As I examined it, 
the image came and went, and came again. I showed it to 
a friend back at home. Without pointing out what I saw, 
he recognised it immediately, gave a start, and went on 
to give a description of what he saw in detail that was 
astonishing. It was a woman, he said, and described what 
she wore, what she carried in her arms. 

Under the vast, star-filled sky, back at the camp, the wood 
I gathered utterly refused to burn. After dinner I 
wandered back over to the hot pool where only a few 
shards of light glimmered like blades on the black water. 
Rolling my track pants up as far as they would go, I 
waded in via the stairs, down as far as I could go, and 
leaned over the warmth, hankering to get in. That was 
when Kate arrived. Kate, I could tell from the start, was 
not of the camp ground. Locals, too, come to use the pool 
and Kate told me it was not unusual for her to get in the 
car, or on her bicycle late at night, and come the two 
kilometres down the road for a hot bath.  
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Kate spoke of her work with the coal seam gas protest, 
and of the unanimous community sentiment against 
Santos’s plan to sink over 800 coal seam gas wells 
throughout the vast Pilliga forest, compromising some of 
the purest artesian water in the country. Farmers, 
environmentalists, indigenous elders and communities 
were in this one together. Kate’s concern fluctuated 
between discussing this matter with another friend from 
the village who had shown up, and the unfortunate fact 
that I was hovering over the pool unable to get in. 
Eventually she climbed out, donned her bath robe and 
declared: That’s it, I’m going home to get you a 
swimming costume! And she was gone before I could 
protest. So it was that I passed the evening with Kate and 
her friend in the hot artesian water. Others came and went 
but we three were bound like old friends in a familiar and 
animated circle of conversation, headed by their 
passionate resolve to stop Santos from destroying the vast 
and unique treasure that is the Pilliga.  

* 

The next morning, I packed up early as always, before 
the sun was up; and in the half-light of dawn as I returned 
the unburnt wood back to where I had found it, I noticed 
a bicycle coming down the road from the direction of the 
village. It was Kate. She had returned to see me off and 
came over to my camp site, took a photograph, looked 
over the bike and thought that it might be time to take a 
tour herself. For some reason, I showed her the little 
mermaid that Maria had given me and she was enthralled, 
like a child. She wanted to hold and photograph the little 
treasure in her hand. Was it, perhaps, that she recognised 
the disparate sisterhood? For, from then on, I would refer 
to Laura, Maria and Kate as the Three Graces of the west. 
We said our goodbyes and as I left the campground and 
cast my eye toward the bath, there was Kate, joyfully 
submerged once more in her beloved hot artesian water.  
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background sense 

 

Riding through the little village of Pilliga, a couple of 
kilometres up the road from the itinerant community at 
the hot bath, I passed Kate’s place, a low, pink house 
whose ample windows were filled with coal seam gas 
protest posters. I would see endless displays of this 
sentiment all the way to Coonamble, along whose 
tranquil route huge pieces of machinery and grain 
hoppers, painted a bold and angry yellow, were placed 
intermittently, emblazoned with slogans that left you in 
no doubt as to the feelings out here. Not one was 
vandalised and no contrasting opinions or conciliatory 
attempts on the part of the company or government were 
to be seen.  

Turning south-west after Pilliga village, I passed the local 
cemetery, where several headstone engravings remind 
you that Indian traders once hawked out this way in the 
early era of settlement. They were commonly known as 
the bundly basket men and peddled all sorts of small 
things, like buttons and pins, mirrors, combs, tea and 
sugar, cups and pots and curry powder; the mostly unseen 
things that form the essential background to more 
demonstrative cultural signs, like farms and machinery, 
buildings and roads. And all over central New South 
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Wales, here and there in the old cemeteries, these men of 
small objects lie, far from home. And all through the 
remote homesteads of central New South Wales, while 
many of these simple items of trade have been buried, 
lost and broken others might just remain in circulation, or 
in family collections, either intentionally or accidentally. 
Because small things can be subject to unintentional 
safeguard, as much as accidental loss.  

Outside the cemetery I stopped to phone Mark regarding 
a squeak in the bike that had become more persistent, and 
seemed to come from the crank or the pedals. It was hard 
to tell exactly. He led me through a series of tests, which 
the Vivente passed to our satisfaction. I decided that it 
must be the cold, for once she got going, the complaint 
largely abated. 

For the first half of the day, I rode through the western 
Pilliga conservation area, with gentle, deep forests of 
cypress and ironbark, scribbly and box gum thickening 
over a soft sand forest floor on my left, while grazing 
country opened out on my right. Underlying the Pilliga, 
the geological foundations and cause of its greatest 
dramatic moments, is the sandstone, established in 
Jurassic lakes in layers of sediment, then compressed into 
rock and later shattered in volcanic eruptions, tossing 
forth the Warrumbungles and the Nandewar ranges. Ah, 
how distant those feelings of upheaval and rage, in the 
name of creative excitation! On this particular day, all 
was quiet. 

At one point I heard a scuffle in the forest and prepared 
myself for the appearance of a kangaroo. But instead an 
eagle broke through the scrub flying low across the road 
in front of me. So close was this huge creature, I could 
see into a deep black eye, and sense the texture of 
feathers. It is difficult, sometimes, not to read such 
appearances as signs, but of what, I could not say. The 
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most acute signs are so arresting, and so loaded with 
authority that they shun reference to anything beyond 
themselves. To witness such a sign is to be immersed in 
the very thing it signals, to enter into some complicity for 
the fleeting instant of the encounter, and to be left with 
the sense that you have touched something real which no 
words can deepen.  

 

 

People say things about the Pilliga, and they have said to 
me:  

 you are brave riding through there.  

And why?  

 strange things happen.  

Like what, like what!?  

 Well, there are stories.  

Like...?  

 One man camped overnight in the forest and went 



48 

insane, lived out his days in an asylum, never spoke 
again.  

What saw?  

 Strange things ...  

And so it goes on. There is the story of a woman who 
would walk along a stretch of the Newell after dark, 
through the Pilliga, and one fatal night was hit and killed 
by a vehicle. Since then, they say – those who have seen 
and those who have been told by those who have seen – 
she has continued to wander that same stretch. That story 
is now so rooted in popular mythology, that ghosts must 
find it difficult to haunt effectively. All I know is this: the 
translucent veil of a mysterious figure mists across my 
photograph; an eagle’s eye looks into mine, vast and 
ancient forests harbour barking owls and grey-crowned 
babblers, glossy black cockatoos and countless mammals 
and reptiles, and an ominous, faceless giant proposes to 
put all this in jeopardy for a dubious profit. Indeed, 
strange things happen in the Pilliga!  
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I arrived in Coonamble in the early afternoon and found 
there a café that served the best coffee I had tasted in a 
very long time. Not that I was missing coffee, but when 
it comes in such abundance of flavour, with that dark 
stain on the velvet milk surface, hinting that all is well 
below, the strains of the day are quickly dissolved in a 
wave of appreciation. How, I imagine, the early settler 
women must have felt when, for the first time, an Indian 
trader opened a pouch of aromatic curry for inspection, 
and suddenly the world seemed kinder, more colourful, 
loaded with possibility. Good flavour should never be 
underestimated or trivilalised!  

On the main street also was the Coonamble Outback Arts 
Gallery, run by a dynamic community group that had 
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raised the funds to purchase and refurbish the site. It was 
an ample venue that ran into a generous space beyond the 
urbane shop front. The annual quilt exhibition was on 
display and the attendant there assured me that all the 
quilts had been made by women in the region. There was 
scarcely room to display them all, so active had these 
women been, and it seemed to me that if one were to 
remain out here for any length of time, one would be 
unable to resist a natural compulsion to quilt. I deposited 
three slips of paper nominating my favourites for the 
visitors’ selection, for I could not make up my mind. 
Some were ravishing for their patterns; others, their 
restraint and abstract reduction. I became absorbed in the 
stories that accompanied each piece and got to know 
something of the lives of the women in this district, 
through these small explanatory notes and their stitched 
narration.  

* 

With the coming of rain once more, I decided on a motel 
for the night. There was little to choose from and the 
camp ground was full because the rodeo was in town and 
would be opening tomorrow. The following day, as I left 
southward along the Castlereagh Highway, I passed the 
packed showgrounds where preparations were underway 
for the weekend event. On the other side of the fence, 
which met the inbound road edge, campers were 
awakening to the day with open fires whose pleasant 
aromas reached me, while above, the rain clouds might 
have gone one way or the other. Ask anyone, however, 
and they will look askance at any suggestion of rain. They 
have learnt to be dismissive of the signs for the drought, 
of recent years, seems to be the only certainty.  

* 
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As I reflect each day upon the journey, I find there is 
much and little to say. Riding gives time for thought, but 
I find my thoughts are more immediate than deep: Look 
at that rock, look at that tree, hill, mutilated kangaroo, 
sign, cloud, how far to go, have come, house, bridge, 
cows on road, watch for kangaroos, dead pig, wide field, 
cotton pulp, another truck… If one was to become a 
philosopher through cycling distance, it is the profoundly 
reduced thought that would characterise the content. 
These observations are strung together with movement 
and arise mostly from a background that is the more 
constant object of my embodied reflections. And yet, 
make no mistake, this does not make of me an actor upon 
a stage, a figure in the landscape, standing out against the 
plains and forests. Far from it, for the longer I ride, the 
more I sense myself merging with this field that lies 
beyond outstanding events and incidents. Amongst other 
things, I am learning to be a background.  
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The shape and size of a child 

 

The shallow incline, most of the way to Gilgandra along 
the Castlereagh, is barely discernable. If you were in a 
car, you would say it is quite flat. If, instead, if you were 
travelling by touring bicycle, you would be acutely aware 
of the invisible gradient and your progress would be slow 
for most of the one hundred kilometres. At this pace I 
allowed my attention to drift, and be distracted by the 
constant presence of the Warrumbungle Ranges, away to 
the east. Mark and I had driven through there many years 
previously so I had a clear memory of their heights, their 
dramatic rock forms emerging from the woodland floor 
through long grasses and eucalypt forest and the 
hundreds of kangaroos that inhabit the place. Yet the 
mountains perform a different drama at this distance, and 
reveal qualities you do not notice when you are there 
amongst them, and now they were acting upon my 
imagination in subtle yet penetrating ways.  

Only something as large as a mountain can alert you to 
the intelligence that presence is not always given in 
proximity but may require a connection over distances. 
For the atmosphere that puts the impressive range afar 
also reveals a different spirit of the place that you do not 
notice when immersed in it. As mountains rise at the edge 
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of distance, you do not recognise them by their vegetation 
and their great boulders, their summits and foothills, their 
pathways and roads, or the steepness of cliffs and 
darkness of caves, or the creatures that inhabit them. 
These begin to appear as you approach, and once you are 
there, at the mountains, on them, it is all you know, and 
one detail leads to the next, so that soon there are no 
mountains at all. But as you withdraw, the greens become 
purple and blue and a sort of translucency dissolves the 
solidity of form, and they stretch, these mountains, far 
along the horizon, with the authority of a kingdom of 
which they themselves are sovereign. Then it seems the 
mountain spirit has emerged in this abstraction, and 
distance becomes a powerful presence. At three or four 
intervals along the Castlereagh, smaller roads intercept, 
going off to the east, their signage directing me, enticing 
me toward the range, as if to give every chance of 
changing my mind and my course. But I kept the 
Warrumbungles in the distance and took strength from 
their company, over there.  

Distance was the medium through which I travelled, 
which is not the same as saying that I was travelling a 
great distance, making of it an equation of beginning and 
end, a fact of measurement. To travel in distance 
recognises a material value, connected directly to the 
senses – the sense of distance is equally acute as the sense 
of touch. And when beloved people whose substance is 
partly this stuff of distance, in time and place, are 
suddenly close, they do not shed this redolent far-away 
feel as mountains do, but as it folds into their nearness it 
defies logic and has the effect of magic.  

* 

After Gilgandra, the Castlereagh Highway heads south-
east, down past Lithgow and Katoomba. But Gilgandra is 
also at the confluence of the Newell that continues all the 
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way to Sydney, and the Oxley, a short though busy 
stretch, between Gilgandra and the Mitchell Highway, 
one hundred and fifty kilometres west. I would encounter 
that route again at Narromine. Busy roads and their 
constant flow of trucks, therefore, encircle this town, that 
still manages to keep a level of civility and calm at its 
centre. 

I pulled into the camp on the south end of town, next to 
the Castlereagh river, a broad, flat sand route, coursed 
through by deep, wide tyre ruts. The park manager spoke 
about the underground river, a sort of dark twin, it 
seemed, to the dry parody that you see from the bridge. 
We know the river flows, he said, it’s just not the one you 
see. This subterranean flow makes for unstable ground 
and they advise against camping on the sand banks. It can 
happen that the ground will subside, collapse, swallow 
you up, and take you down below. A waterless drowning. 
Walking by the banks at sundown, before I heard this 
history, I came upon a brilliant pink cross, with an 
epitaph and surrounded by little toys. The park manager 
later spoke of an incident in 2005, when a child, a young 
girl, had fallen victim to this collapsing ground, and the 
strangely located memorial, lonely on the untidy bank 
made tragic sense. She would be seventeen now, he 
pointed out, as a simple matter of calculation, and in that 
calculation, that bracketing of years between two dates, a 
space the size and shape of growing child seemed to 
open. The manager made a huge fire, around which we 
travelers gathered. They asked me why I was doing it, 
this ride. A calling, I suggested; a dedication to a 
childhood memory from a formative time travelling 
through these regions to be with kin. Each time I am 
asked to account for my folly, and I give this reply, I feel 
more convinced, more emotional about it than the last. 
Today a man called Charlie asked and for some reason, I 
had to gulp back tears. 
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black magic 

 

Arrival in Gilgandra marked a milestone on the journey. 
It was here that I intercepted and joined for a short 
distance the old route from those earlier days. But this 
being June and cold, and me being on a bicycle, and four 
decades having elapsed, things were different in every 
way. I did not recognise Gilgandra, neither the shape of 
the town, nor its sense. What did I see or not see that 
could account for such difference from that time when, at 
the side and protective shadow of my parents, I was 
guided through the world? I was drawn to singular things 
back then, as if a light had picked them out one by one, 
shining on a willow tree, a shop front, a hedge, images 
connected not through the continuity of place, but 
through the continuity of people. Now, navigating my 
way, I was on the lookout for signs and cues, alert to 
connections as much as things.  

In the past, we would have driven in from Tamworth, 
along the Newell, then continued south to Dubbo and 
Parkes and onto West Wyalong. My current trip would 
also take me through West Wyalong, but arriving by 
different ways, smaller roads, to the west. The first 
twenty-seven kilometres out of Gilgandra however, took 
me down the Newell, then turning off south-west along 
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the Eumungerie Road, I made for Narromine. This was a 
relaxed and smaller way, with some pleasant passages of 
treed country and agricultural land, dispersed across hills 
and plains.  

In Narromine, a statue of local legend Glenn McGrath, 
striding out, is something of a focal point. To put the 
importance of this cricketing hero in context, McGrath 
holds the world record for the highest number of test 
wickets by a fast bowler. The elevated bronze statue is 
situated in the Tom Perry Park, to the left and within easy 
view of the cenotaph, whose relocation has been, since 
1990, the subject of council and committee irresolution.  

* 

The place to stay at Narromine is the park that backs onto 
the airstrip. I pitched my tent close to the wire boundary 
that separates the site from the aviation museum and the 
coming and going of tiny planes, and hung my washing 
on the fence in front of this airstrip, producing an image 
of peculiar homeliness. The airfield had been a RAAF 
training base during WW2 and a collection of 
photographs and small planes, engines and log books, 
uniforms, newspaper articles and instruments populate a 
large hangar style building just off the windy eastern 
entry to the town.  

After setting up my camp and washing and so on, I 
arrived at the museum with only forty-five minutes 
before closing. But Charlie, the caretaker, insisted on 
providing me with coffee and biscuits first and chatting 
with friends of his who were visiting from Eumungerie. 
Then he showed me the treasures. Primary amongst these 
was a recreation of the Wright Brothers first powered 
aircraft. It is massive, delicate, improbable, four-wheeled 
and works! And get this, Buzz Aldrin made the trip out 
here in 2011 to dedicate the event of its flight. Charlie 
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nearly had his photo taken with Buzz; so nearly, that 
when I looked at the publicity photo of Buzz heading the 
event, I could, if I squinted, see Charlie standing there 
next to him, on one of the proudest days of his life.  

Amongst all the displays and images and memorabilia, 
my attention was drawn by a black and white portrait 
photograph of Len Waters, a painfully handsome young 
pilot, who was the RAAF’s only fully trained Aboriginal 
wartime fighter pilot, once described as “a gaunt, genial 
figure, humble despite his daring feats”.3 His Kittyhawk 
fighter plane he called Black Magic. After the war, and 
his discharge from the service, Waters attempted to start 
a regional air service but had difficulties securing finance 
and satisfying bureaucratic demands. Civilian life threw 
him back into a divided world, and did not avail him of 
the opportunities to use the skills he had acquired during 
his service, so he returned to shearing. By the end of his 
life, he claimed to have sheared over one million sheep. 
Eventually he moved to Inala, Brisbane, where a park is 
now dedicated to his memory. He died in Cunnamulla, 
on August 24, 1993, twenty-five years to the day, that I 
find myself writing this paragraph. 

 

                                                
3	Stephens,	A.	and	Isaacs,	J.	(1996)	High	Fliers.	Canberra:	AGP	
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the irish castle 

 

A map can tell you a thing or two, just by the lettering of 
its place names. Mildura is large and bold, Coonamble 
and Narromine are smaller, while the name Tullamore is 
tiny; you could almost overlook it. Before leaving home, 
I looked up Tullamore, to find what I could about this 
small place with a name like a song. I found a picture of 
a low town, flat and dry, pale and dusty, with a wide road 
running through the middle of it and some impressive 
silos casting giant shadows. Then in another image, there 
seemed to be this stone castle, surrounded by green 
lawns, with a giant vestibule and antique bedrooms, open 
fire places and a billiard hall. I looked again at the picture 
of the street with its crouching houses and bleached grass, 
and could find nowhere that might conceal or lead to 
castles. The answer to the mystery lay in the naming, 
which, like so many small Australian towns, had settler 
origins. Toward the end of the 19th century, the Kerley 
family came from Tullamore, Ireland and established a 
farm in the area. They called their property after their 
home town, and in 1895, the post office officially 
adopted the name. But the truth of Tullamore, New South 
Wales, as I was to discover, lay somewhere between the 
stark images of the bone dry and featureless town, and 
the warm, lush digs in Tullamore, Ireland. 
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Narromine to Tullamore is mostly flat and pleasantly 
winding with the landscape divided between delicate 
whispering pine, willow and eucalypt on one side, and 
utterly desolate farming country on the other. Coming 
into Tullamore a little herd of goats trotted along the 
fence line across the road. Just beyond the stately 
Tullamore Hotel, positioned characteristically on a 
corner4, the main road passes through the town centre, a 
row of mostly closed shop fronts under their original 
awnings. I stopped in at the only shop that was open, for 
it was also the Queen’s birthday holiday, and bought a 
sandwich and some supplies. Amongst these thoughtfully 
selected provisions was an excessive slab of sticky 
caramel slice that contained enough sugar to last me the 
remainder of the journey, though as it was I finished it off 
after dinner that same night. I was organising this 
expansive stash into the bike panniers outside the shop, 
when a voice behind me made itself known with the 
words, So you’re the cyclist.  

I turned to see a lanky, weathered fellow, hands in 
pockets, looking down at me, and for the first few 
minutes, he seemed to be interested in my bicycle, and in 
my adventure. In a very short time, however, I 
understood my story was to serve as a trigger, an 
introduction to his own marvellous life, including his 
current situation and special position here, in little 
Tullamore. A city fellow he was, with a string of 
marriages behind him, authority, daring, money, status; 
to all this I was invited to show my admiration, not least 
for the fact that he had purchased almost half the 
buildings in the street. He told me they call him the mayor 
of Tullamore, and shrugged off the playful title. So, I 
enthused, now you can really do something for this town. 
For so many small towns were on the wane, in the process 

                                                
4	this corner position of Australian hotels makes for an opening onto multiple 
fronts, because the main door is generally positioned at the junction, giving the 
establishment a sense of a confluence, which, more or less, it is.		
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of becoming poorly nurtured museums, with shop fronts 
boarded up and windows veiled by cobweb. Except for 
the lively pub culture in even the smallest towns, one 
might fret for the future of these places.  

Gulargambone, I said. It is a small town off the main 
highway, between Coonamble and Gilgandra whose 
charm and antiquity are authentic. For the whole main 
street has been lovingly cared for and maintained, I said, 
and the shops are occupied and alive, and there is an 
unusual café that has a stage for entertainment, and a 
flowered courtyard where you can sit in the sun; and the 
caravan park has a caretaker who makes damper on an 
open fire, I said. And everyone who comes through that 
way stops to enjoy it. Tullamore could be like that too, I 
said to the mayor of Tullamore, who was looking 
impatient at my enthusiasm, for I had failed to appreciate 
his business here. That was not what he had in mind. He 
was using the buildings to store his motor cycle, and to 
house his workshop. And his dog. I mentioned this fellow 
later on in the hotel, and got the impression that his 
occupation of the town centre was not widely 
appreciated. He wanted to show me his workshop, his 
motor cycle, his dog, and to come back if I had nowhere 
to stay. Then this local woman –  another Laura! –  came 
by and greeted him politely, and, with great dexterity and 
poise, was able to keep going her way. So I went along 
with her a while, such was my sudden ease with the world 
of people, and she advised me to go to the hotel to see 
about the camp ground. Payment was made there.  

So I went to see about the camp ground, and the young 
Irish girl at the pub suggested I go and have a look first. 
I rode out there, off an eastern side road at the entry to 
the town. It was a bone dry oval surrounded by the plain, 
exposed to the four winds, not a single occupant, and only 
a small corrugated iron toilet block for comfort. I 
imagined the tent pulling in the wind against its pegs 
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which were hardly likely to bite that hard ground, and I 
imagined the mayor showing up at dusk and saying, come 
on then, you might as well stay in the workshop, so I 
returned to the hotel to take a room there. On my way 
back I saw Laura feeding the goats that I had observed on 
my way in. I stopped to talk and she told me she was 
caring for them while their owner was away. A nanny had 
given birth the previous night and the kid was nested in 
the grass, just a little way up from the feeding trough. We 
walked twenty metres along to find it, and sure enough, 
there was the tiny creature, all legs and soft hair. It had 
wandered onto the road last night, and only survived 
because it was discovered and returned to its mother; all 
within an hour or so of being born. As we walked back 
toward the group at the trough, we heard a small bleating 
from the long grass. A second kid! There had been two 
born the previous night and nobody knew about it. I was 
beside myself with enthusiasm and delight, to have been 
there at this moment of discovery. Laura was quietly 
surprised and concerned that it was safe and well.  

In the hotel, not one but two Irish girls worked the bar 
and the rooms, and seemed to be responsible for almost 
everything that went on there. I imagined they had come 
here with their family, who must have purchased the 
hotel, perhaps because of its Irish heritage – it was built 
by another settler, Jim Tully, also from Tullamore, 
Ireland, in 1890 – or indeed inherited it as relatives of that 
original proprietor. Instead, as I later discovered, they 
were travelers, working their way around the country, 
wanting nothing so much as to make it to the tropical 
coasts and lie under warm skies. The place had an antique 
feeling, and a grandness in its style and sturdy masonry; 
the bedroom ceiling was higher than its ample floor was 
wide, and the bathroom was furnished with a real 
bathtub, deep and hot, with narrow copper plumbing 
travelling for miles up the wall; there was a billiard table 
in the vestibule, and there was a fireplace, blazing away 
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that night, in a smaller room next to the main bar. In short, 
the more I got to know this side of Tullamore the more it 
seemed not entirely remote from the image of the one in 
Ireland, and not at all like the parched dull town in the 
image of the one in central New South Wales. 

* 

I slept soundly despite the lively atmosphere downstairs, 
and the trucks periodically pulling up outside, for my 
window looked down over the main road, the McGrane 
Way, that stretches from Narromine to Tullamore. Many 
of these trucks, though, would be coming from Dubbo, or 
further, going on to Condobolin and West Wyalong. Pubs 
like the one at Tullamore frequently offer truck drivers 
free showers and good rooms, so the company at the bar 
is usually a mix of locals and weary out of towners. The 
truck drivers I found to be as polite and sober a lot as you 
would be happy to meet, so the noise in the bar was not 
aggressive or unhinged and as far as I knew did not run 
too late into the night.  

In the pre-dawn darkness, clinging to the wide, polished 
wooden bannisters I tiptoed down the two stages of the 
internal staircase to load up the Vivente. The proprietor, 
Anna, was already up. When she offered me coffee and 
toast I did not tell her that I had already made porridge in 
the room on my camp cooker, but accepted this second 
round with gratitude. The back of the pub where I had 
locked up the bike was a compilation of histories: A 
ticket window for a saloon bar, a pool table; an 
immovable cloak-stand, to which I had locked the bike, 
was loaded with children’s clothes and toys which, 
exceeding its capacity, continued to sprawl beneath it 
giving the impression of a disheveled Christmas tree; 
there was a bucket that caught the drips down a string 
from a leaky upper floor. The walls were craggy old 
bricks, whose textures were revealed rather than hidden 
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from beneath a coat of white paint, and on the floor, tiles 
were breaking away to reveal the concrete. It seemed to 
be in a state of transition; not run down, but growing out 
of some old skin. The rambling layout of the hotel, with 
its multiple entry ways and public rooms, complicated 
again by the mingling of disused and still used 
furnishings and props and the confusing connections 
between rooms and entries, was the inverse of the flat and 
continuous land outside, its vast territory coiling inwards, 
labyrinthine and engulfing.  

Outside, a bed of impossibly beautiful roses grew, and 
pigeons occupied the roof. The sun was just up. As I left, 
the main street glistened from overnight rain fall, 
polishing the red and orange leaves that covered the street 
in a thick, soft layer and the bare trees had a poetic, 
delicate starkness about them. So unexpected and rich 
were the offerings of the early morning, that it no longer 
seemed impossible to imagine a castle might be found 
here. With a deep, enchanted sleep behind me and vague 
memories of strong faces lit and shadowed in the glow of 
a blazing fire, I could almost believe that I stayed in one 
after all.  
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a pamphlet in Condobolin 

Twenty minutes outside Tullamore I raced a kangaroo 
that bounded through the low bush parallel with the road. 
I pushed hard on the pedals to keep up. We were 
travelling at over thirty kilometres an hour. This gliding, 
whirring, ecstatic momentum continued for about half an 
hour past Fifield, another small locality, marked only by 
a large hotel of a similar era to Tullamore’s. After Fifield, 
the westerly caught me head-on, but as the road veered 
here and there on account of the hills, I found intermittent 
respite with the wind variously at my side and behind.  

On a rise about forty kilometres from Condoblin, I pulled 
over, drawn by a small, shining white fibreboard church 
with a high gable and merging into the red earth with a 
russet stain around its hem. The chapel was half-shaded 
by a large peppercorn tree on one side and edged by a 
grove of eucalypts on the other, and it summoned all 
these things to be in its margins and wait upon it, making 
of them objects of its design, organising the wilderness 
into a sort of landscape or garden. The observation 
reminded me of Wallace Stevens’ jar in Tennessee, 
though I had no such disdain for either structure or bush 
as the poem seems to express, though I’ve never 
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understood it fully5.    

As I stood looking at the church and then thinking about 
Wallace Stevens, I did not notice that I had pulled up in 
a driveway, in front of a wide gate, and that before long 
a utility truck was turning there. In haste I moved the bike 
aside and made signs of apology. But the driver was in 
no hurry and stopped to talk a while. Terry was a farmer 
in the area, but he was here to look over the property of a 
neighbor who was away. The usual questions: where 
going, and why? Is it for a charity? Everyone made that 
assumption, which would have explained, with 
unquestionable efficiency, this strange business I was on. 
I asked about the church and Terry said that it got used 
sometimes, but not often. A local couple were married 
there, thirty-five years ago. The drought, he said, was 
closing in on everyone here. He described the awful 
business of laying in the seed, having it sprout, only to 
watch the little seedlings get blown away in the dry 
winds. He said, we have to feed the country. Imagine that! 
A parent has to feed a child, but the farmer’s concern is 
that a whole country must eat! And yet he seemed cheery, 
not as though he were trying to cover up something else, 
but frankly enjoying the moment of this fresh day. He 

                                                
5 Anecdote of a Jar  
by Wallace Stevens  
 
I placed a jar in Tennessee,    
And round it was, upon a hill.    
It made the slovenly wilderness    
Surround that hill. 
 
The wilderness rose up to it, 
And sprawled around, no longer wild.    
The jar was round upon the ground    
And tall and of a port in air. 
 
It took dominion everywhere.    
The jar was gray and bare. 
It did not give of bird or bush,    
Like nothing else in Tennessee. 
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asked if he might have seen me a couple of days ago, 
riding out of Coonamble. He was just heading in for the 
rodeo. Yes, yes! That would have been me. The land 
suddenly felt smaller.  

The remainder of the ride into Condobilin was a battle 
with the westerly wind, mostly on my side, and, turning 
directly west for the last six kilometres into town, a 
dedicated head wind. The road was flat, but this last 
stretch took almost half an hour. I was well pleased to 
arrive in Condobolin, where, as always on arrival, I eased 
my mind over a coffee and examined my options for the 
night. Condoblin is an unusually grand town, its main 
street lined with large stone buildings, such as the law 
court on one side and a series of stylish old pubs on the 
other. Its foundations, like other impressively elegant 
towns in central NSW, were in copper and gold, the main 
wealth of which fed into the town toward the end of the 
nineteenth century.  

I walked with my bike along the footpath, down the main 
street, feeling light of heart, strong and independent with 
this little story growing inside me every moment of the 
day. You do not feel like an outsider in a small or large 
town, any more than you feel like an outsider in the open 
places, when you have used your legs to get you there. 
This sense of belonging was something that had been 
with me from the moment I left on the first day, and with 
that came a sense of repose with all that was unknown 
and new, for I felt myself also to be unknown and new 
and it was this, strangely, that furnished a deep sense of 
being. So when walking down the broad main street of 
Condoblin on a chilly Tuesday afternoon, and there 
encountering a somewhat withdrawn, slightly nervous 
evangelical type – not quite convincing – handing out 
brochures with the title, The Wonder of Creation, I 
naively guessed we must share some understanding of 
things. I gladly took the brochure, and pointing to the 
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title, agreed most ardently with the sentiment. Yes, yes, it 
is wonderful, isn’t it? I’ve just been out there and 
creation is a wonder! But he looked uncomfortable and 
gave a guarded assent by way of a nervous twitch of the 
mouth.  

* 

The park where I set up camp was on a rapid bend of the 
Lachlan River, which is deep and narrow and healthy- 
looking with giant river gums lining the banks. I made a 
fire in the combustion stove in the large camp kitchen and 
settled in for the evening on an old couch. Tomorrow I 
would reach West Wyalong, and meet up with the old 
route, the Mid Western Highway, as far as Hay, and then 
the Sturt, all the way to Adelaide. Whatever I pass by 
from tomorrow, I will have known before, remembered 
or not. 
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nearing the old way 

 

Trying to recall the details of the day, I struggle to bring 
to mind a cohesive set of images. Little lambs bleating 
out and trotting along in the flat dry paddocks, pink and 
grey galahs massed on the grey stubble, kangaroos 
bounding through the scrub and, as always, mangled on 
the road; some giant old eucalypts, bridges over shaded 
creeks, the open plain... But this tells little. Pieces, scraps 
without a story. Today my eyes were fixed to the road in 
front of me, and I was thinking only of getting to West 
Wyalong where I would meet with images of the past.  

In the sweltering dry heat of late December, having left 
Tamworth early that morning, we arrive, crunching 
slowly over the gravel drive of the True Blue Motel on the 
eastern entry to West Wyalong. There is no swimming 
pool or shaded garden like the other stops, but for many 
years there has been the singular feature of an old mine 
shaft out the front, and this sign post to a fathomless hole 
in the ground makes up for everything. Years earlier, 
before my sister and I were added to this journey, my 
parents had stopped at the True Blue, and this was when 
my father saw the ghost. In the middle of the night, he 
awoke to see the old man standing at the foot of the bed, 
gazing at them. By his attire, my father took the man to 
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be a miner. Alarmed and angry, he sprang from the bed 
to confront the imposter. The man made toward the 
bathroom, and my father followed, but found nobody 
there. There was nobody in all the room. My father has 
an artistic sensibility to be sure, but he is a logical man: 
The intruder had vanished. The intruder was a ghost. My 
father’s position on this has never shifted, and he regards 
it as a matter of fact that requires no defense, nor a 
position on the supernatural in general. Quite simply, 
time has established for this stranger a place in the family 
storybook, of equal presence to its less spectral players.  

But West Wyalong is not as I remember it. Not that its 
centre could have changed much, because its buildings 
are old and streets established, though it is undoubtedly 
more cosmopolitan than it was four and a half decades 
ago. I am alarmed by the town’s opulence when all I can 
remember from the past is a night sky full of stars, 
dropping all the way to the horizon, out on the edge. The 
town I stroll through now is unashamedly urbane, with 
coffee shops, homeware shops, restaurants, wine bars and 
elegant old hotels. My mother assures me that in the days 
we passed through, there was only one café in town, The 
Paragon, which still operates in the main street. When I 
arrive, the ease with which I would generally pull up 
somewhere to take my coffee is complicated by choice. I 
stop to ask a man in the street for a recommendation. He 
is clutching a coffee cup. But he is a truck driver from out 
of town and is also on the prowl for a good brew. We 
walk together, assessing the possible merit of places we 
pass by – it is such a city thing to be doing! Like other 
truck drivers I meet along the way, my companion in this 
moment talks about places he would like to travel to, 
places he would like to settle in, places where he has had 
good coffee. I can offer something here and mention the 
peerless brew in Coonamble.  

* 
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In the goldfield days of the late 19th century West 
Wyalong constituted a lively cluster of titles held by 
prospectors, three miles or so from Wyalong. Following 
the government survey of Wyalong in 1894, as the 
headquarters of the goldfields, there was widespread 
resistance from the community to its west, to relocating 
there. They argued that they were closer to both the fields 
and water supply where they were. So in 1895, the 
Department of Mines convinced the Department of 
Lands to survey West of Wyalong, and do what they 
could to work around the oddly positioned titles. For the 
most part they managed it, with the exception of the main 
street, which remains with an idiosyncratic kink, a feature 
that agreeably complicates an otherwise familiar street 
design. Many prospectors of that time became extremely 
wealthy and by 1899, the Wyalong-West Wyalong fields 
were considered the most productive in the colonies. 
West Wyalong is Wiradjuri country that extends through 
a large area of central New South Wales. Wiradjuri, I 
have read, means not having.  

* 

Now I am thinking almost constantly about the west 
winds that are forecast for the days to come. I am 
westward bound into some desolate, open stretches and 
the wind is turning strong in a few days. I had been 
concerned about rain when I left home, and equipped 
myself with good wet weather apparel, but not for a 
moment did I think about the wind. With rain all you need 
is to keep dry; wind is a force, it creates a sense of 
mountains where there are none, and it insults your spirit 
and your senses, while drawing them most acutely to the 
surface. The freedom you had thought was yours now 
becomes the property of the weather, and so on. I spoke 
with Mark, and we conspired to develop a strategy. I 
would have to wait about, like a sailor laying low in port 
until the breezes turn favourable. However, it would not 
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be in West Wyalong for this waiting to happen, as much 
as I would like to spend time in this larger centre, for I 
can still get to my next stop, Rankin Springs, before 
things turn nasty. I am suddenly aware of a schedule, 
aware that I have been travelling with time all the while 
I thought myself free of it, for I have been moving toward 
this change in the weather all along, as if it had been 
shadowing me and now prepared to cast its net.   
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Beneath the waves 

 

I am learning to swim. Imagine you have entered the surf 
and want to get out past the breakers, so you take the 
plunge, dive under the waves, just as they come to you. 
You dodge them by facing them head on and beneath the 
surface, you enjoy less resistance, still aware of the 
tumult above, and come out when the trouble has passed. 
On the road, the waves are the draught caused by trucks 
passing from the other direction, and in combination with 
a bit of headwind, you will be doubling your effort and 
halving your speed as long as the pressure lasts. 
Sometimes it will force the bike to a standstill. The 
draught, like a wave, smashes into you, rolls over you, 
without the fun and lightheartedness of the surf and you 
struggle to keep on track. So I learn from the waves. As I 
see a truck approaching, I prepare by shifting down a 
gear, then, when it is almost level with me, I tuck in, 
down over the handlebars, and duck under the wave, 
avoiding the worst of it. Unfortunately, there is no more 
friendly gesturing to the drivers, but it is a necessary 
concession. Conversely, if I see a truck coming up behind 
me, I slow down to steady myself, move as close to the 
edge as I can and, as the truck passes, pedal hard to catch 
the slipstream. It is equivalent to body surfing, where you 
swim with all your might to stay with the wave, then all 
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at once you are riding it, carried forth by the wave, and 
you can let go the effort for a spell.  

I needed to strategise, because I was tiring out. I left West 
Wyalong before sun up and found myself waning early. 
Rankins Springs, my destination for the day, is only 
ninety kilometres from West Wyalong, but there are hills, 
and the westerly wind was coming on. Yet those things 
alone could not account for my weariness. This went 
deeper, into my bones and muscles and though I was not 
aching or sore in any part of me, all of me was feeling 
depleted. Halfway, I pulled over, rummaged around in 
my handlebar bag and found a gel. Cyclists normally use 
these for instant energy, before a race or a sprint, but 
instinct told me it might be just the thing I needed, to give 
me the fuel to push on. Which, miracle synthetic energy 
food that it is, it did, almost instantly, and got me all the 
way to Weethalle, thirty-five kilometres from Rankins 
Springs, with surprising ease. The gels are a mixture of 
high caffeine and carbohydrates and I thoroughly 
recommend them for emergencies!  

At Weethalle, the charming Whistle Stop café, an old, 
decorated railway carriage, at home on a rise edged by a 
hard-won garden and offering Devonshire teas, was 
closed. So I went instead to the Road Killz Grill one 
hundred metres back up the highway. Here I enjoyed a 
coffee and toasted sandwich under a television tuned to a 
glitzy talent show, whose judges clutched their hearts and 
gawped unashamedly. I met a couple travelling to 
Adelaide, who hoped to be there that night. Another nine 
hundred kilometres! That would take me a further ten 
days. After Weethalle, the hills eased off but the westerly 
picked up and by twenty kilometres from Rankins 
Springs I was struggling again. Looking down at the road 
in front of me, I was lucky to gaze up in time to see an 
enormous buck bound across the road just metres ahead. 
It was so close I could hear the thump of its heels on the 
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road. An alert to attention! Then five kilometres from 
town a beefy brown dog raced out from a property and 
gave me considerable chase. Pushing against the wind I 
thought for a moment it was onto me, because it was not 
backing off. I used loud and unrepeatable language on 
that dog that continued long after I had given it the slip.  

I was cold and shaking as I pulled into Rankins Springs 
shop-café-post office close on noon, and sat down with a 
truck driver who had ordered a burger. I ordered one also, 
the first meat I had eaten since being away. We got 
talking and he asked about my journey. Already my day’s 
ride had slipped out of the present and into the story. My 
curses upon that dog were now subject for a laugh. I 
asked him where he was from and he gave a place name 
that was not familiar to me. I heard him say he lived on a 
houseboat. So it is near the coast? The proprietor 
laughed. No water there! But I thought... No, he hadn’t 
said a house boat down there! He said his house burnt 
down there. So when he retires, he wants to buy a big 
camper van and travel around, see the country. The driver 
paused reflectively and thought aloud, but I guess I’ve 
seen most of it. This would be different though, he 
reasoned, slower. I understood that: same country, 
different time. The land, the same land travelled decades 
past, was of a different temporal substance now. This 
country was constituted not only of matter and 
dimension, but of the quickening and slowing of its 
reception.  

My lunching companion left to resume his truck, which, 
looking from the window, seemed to stretch the length of 
half the town. I stayed and finished my meal, bought a 
packet of cream wafers and checked into the motel next 
door with its exhausted façade, its patchy yard right up to 
the concrete walkway, and flashing coloured Christmas 
lights, six months out of season. Outside the door to the 
room was a small table with an ashtray and wilting plant. 
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Two dogs were tied up at a caravan, next to the washing 
line. They leapt at me hopefully, pulling against their 
tethers, as I moved to and fro hanging out my load under 
the gathering clouds. The western side of the hotel 
formed the outer limit of this yard. Inside though, the 
room was snug and warm, with just enough space for the 
Vivente and me to move around each other; the bed was 
unbelievably comfortable, the water very hot, and the 
price very modest. Outside, the sky was darkening 
quickly, promising heavy rain with the westerly winds 
strengthening. I would hole up here until Saturday, then 
on to Goolgowi and Hay, there to meet with a good wind 
and sail across the famous plain to Balranald.  

* 

“Erigolia” 

Eight kilometres before reaching Rankins Springs, I had 
looked up just in time to see this word. Erigolia. A place 
name, but no place to go with it. So I took the sign at its 
word, a thing to be enjoyed and remembered, much as a 
place would be, had there been one. Of course it is all 
place, but why this sign, why that lovely word just there, 
announcing itself? After my grateful arrival and settling 
in at Rankins Springs, I forgot all about Erigolia. But the 
following day, my day off, where I lazed about the room 
and strolled about the town whose edges are clearly 
visible from its centre, I returned also to the café for lunch 
and there was Amanda, the young proprietor, busy with 
sorting mail at one moment and cooking lunches the next. 
And this young woman spoke about Erigolia.  

In her grandmother’s day Erigolia had been a thriving 
town, much bigger than Rankins Springs. With post 
office, shops, café and many dwellings it had been a 
small centre; and now it had not just got smaller, it had 
simply vanished. And this young woman could see, from 
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what had happened to her grandmother’s Erigolia, the 
same thing could happen to her home here, to Rankins 
Springs. If you walk down the main Street, you can see 
her fears are well founded. Most of the little shops are not 
only closed but seriously damaged, boarded up, spewing 
rubbish. The Bluebird Cafe, a beautiful 1920s building, 
and once a lively meeting place, still has its stained glass 
windows and a little Bluebird motif above the door, but 
it has slipped, like so many of the buildings here, into 
disuse and damage.  

 

 

 

In the cities and towns, we take as given that the present 
is a culmination and development of what has come 
before; we are led to imagine that we are at some kind of 
forefront, and that time is marked by the evidence of 
progress. If the present is to be identified by this ever 
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advancing edge, where does that leave the present – or 
the past or future – in a town like Rankins Springs? The 
ghosts outnumber the living by a great many number. 
Apart from the war and pioneer memorial buildings the 
town is built mostly along the northern side of the 
highway, and opposite the café, near the railway line, is 
a well-kept garden and a series of information vitrines. 
On one of these you can read that there once were two 
boarding houses, four garages, one blacksmith, two 
butcher shops, numerous stores and cafés, a billiard 
saloon, bakery, a paper shop, farm machinery dealer and 
hotel. Now there is the combined café-post office, a motel 
quietly accepting of its neglect next door, and the hotel 
on the corner. If the present is to be seen as the edge of 
progress, then you would have to say there is no present 
time in Rankins Springs. But of course there is. When 
you stop awhile and listen, you note that a smart and 
lively word is as sharp and clear and real as ever one was, 
that the animated human voice maintains the spark of 
presence as a living, material thing: presence as living 
life, not as an assessment of progress. An observable 
instance is the proprietor Amanda and of course, Wally. 

I had heard about Wally before I met him, so when I 
overheard Amanda address a man by that name, a man of 
middle years, with a tangle of thinning blond hair and a 
trenchant, larrikin manner, I knew in whose presence I 
had the honour of lunching. Wally has always lived in 
Rankins Springs, and is responsible for much of its 
redeeming features, its signs of care, like the green lawns 
on the railway side, the rose gardens and every sculpture 
in the town. Wally’s gallery and yard are at the centre of 
the main street – which is the Midland Highway – where 
colourful, humorous, machine-part assemblages of 
animals and people, towering and crouching, and a white 
and red Dalek gather like an odd assortment of film 
props. But the work does not stop here. His mark is 
everywhere. I asked him about the big cross down at the 
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dried out church grounds. Yep, that’s his. He and a mate 
installed it late one night. Three wheelbarrows of 
concrete and a tractor to drag it into position. Why the 
dead of night? Because nobody wants you to do these 
things. They don’t want you to do anything! The heavy 
cross listed in the setting concrete and so remained. And 
the huge face on the side of the motel – a kind of 
Alexander Calder, reduced line-work creation? Yep! 
That’s Wally’s too. That was a portrait of the previous 
owner, he explained. Wally told me where he lived, 
suggested I take a walk there after lunch, less than a 
kilometre up the end of the road behind the hotel. 
Amanda warned me before I left: Watch out, you’ll be 
shocked. The approach was marked by a sea dragon, 
whose coils, made from half tyres, emerged from the red 
soil of a neighbouring farm. Amanda was right, it was 
astonishing. There is nothing surprising about a heap of 
junk, but this one spread for miles, as far as the horizon: 
machine parts as well as whole machines, rusted out; then 
sprawling acres of smaller parts, mangled, entwined, 
heaped up; and amongst the forest of junk, some new 
forms, a horse, a figure, taking shape.  
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On my second night in Rankins Springs, I went across to 
the hotel for dinner. It was a Friday night and promised 
to be a lively one. There was an inter-hotel super-draw 
and a big prize was going to find its target tonight. I sat 
alone in the middle of the place, enjoying the evening 
crowd slowly gathering and greeting with big gestures 
and loud familiarity. The activity and friendship, the 
aliveness of things felt like some kind of victory in face 
of so many signs of desertion, and in face of the drought. 
Then a sprightly, trim woman came over to me with 
warm acquaintance and reminded me that we had met 
that afternoon in the café. Kate was her name. She 
worked at the hotel and saw me there and wondered if I 
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would care to meet her friends. With what swift 
confidence and affection she took me into her care, and 
delivered me to the bar where her friends were seated. 
They were healthy, sunny folk, full of playful humour 
and energy. The two couples were dressed for an evening 
out, and they were happy to have me sit with them. They 
were farmers, from properties not far west of here. I 
would be riding past their neighbouring places tomorrow. 
They joked about being there, out by the front gate as I 
was passing, with an egg roll for my breakfast. When I 
told them that it would be before 7.30 am, they declined. 
We’re not out of bed at that time, one of the men joked, 
we’re farmers! How was that, farmers having a joke at 
their own expense? Not only were they full of youthful 
antics and jaunty conversation, the women were drinking 
champagne, and offered me a glass. I took a tipple.  

What I could not understand was this: the country was in 
drought, and here they were having a fearlessly good 
night out together, drinking not brandy or gin or one of 
those sadder beverages, but champagne! So I asked them: 
what about the drought? They brushed it aside, and I was 
reminded of Terry, on that rise on the way to Condoblin, 
who also seemed able to find a sense of continuity and 
hope, beyond the evidence of despair, spelled out in the 
drought. They would have no truck with gloom. These 
people had lives to live; they were sensuous and young 
still. Still, it was strange, admirable. We were all 
swimming in our way, diving under the waves, perhaps, 
to find a better way beyond the breakers. As we lifted our 
glasses together, I toasted to the coming of good rain and 
they returned the gesture with a toast to tailwinds.  

 

 

 



83 

 

 

 

 

 

all around a small town 

 

Everyone I met in Rankin Springs had something to say 
about the hills. When I mentioned I would be moving 
west onto Goolgowi they let me know that my troubles 
were not yet at an end. I still had mountains, including 
the significant climb up Sims Gap. Wally enumerated the 
hills, seven in total, figuring them in the air before him, 
one after the next. Only the farmer women I met in the 
hotel were dismissive, shrugging off these claims as 
exaggerations. Give hills a chance to be the stuff of 
legend and when you encounter them they already have 
one foot in myth and riding over a myth is not nearly so 
arduous as riding over a mountain. Stories abound along 
the road. People will tell you of hard times up ahead, the 
distances, the climbs, the trucks that will push you from 
the road, down ditches, or be oblivious to the fact when 
they wipe you out. They will say of stately forests the 
strangest things, as they did around the Pilliga, and while 
they claim to give no credit to tales of the supernatural, 
they are happy to propagate them. I give heed to all I am 
told. Some kind of truth will bear out eventually. 
Believing the contents of what you hear is one type of 
recognition. Believing in the gift of a story, of taking 
someone into confidence and whispering a dark tale, is 
another, and both have a value worthy of attention. Along 
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the road, worldly and narrative truths mingle, become 
confused and interchangeable. When, later on, you 
encounter these things that have made their way into 
legend, there are the narrators, standing beside them, 
calling them up, calling up the forests and the hills and 
plains.  

Journeys are the food of language, that language 
metabolises into adventures. Some months ago I read a 
book by Giorgio Agamben called The Adventure. In 
there, he proposes that while an adventure begins with a 
journey, it is only fully consummated in its narrative, its 
telling, when it slips from something that happens into 
the meaning of what happened, not through analysis, but 
through the craft of the story. Another Italian writer I 
came across in a timely way before leaving, Adriana 
Cavarero, writes about the narrative as the thing that 
takes the ceaseless activity of a life, the intentional and 
the contingent, and gives of each one of us a single unity. 
By example she recounts a story about a poor man who, 
called to action, assiduously sets about his task, but in the 
effort to achieve this purpose, stumbles and wavers. “His 
journey mixes intention with accident. While he is 
subjected to many trials and tribulations, his steps 
nonetheless leave behind a design; rather, a design results 
from his journey – one that has the unity of a figure.”6 
This figure is the adventure, the tale told, sparkling 
through the sum total of his efforts. The active life 
produces a stream of sensations and moments, connected 
by the abiding presence of the protagonist, which we all 
have a claim to be. In the story, everything becomes 
precipitous, as one event or moment, one contingency 
leads to a new resolution, a new fortune, giving overall 
cohesion and flow to the story. But Cavarero seems to say 
that, beyond this chain of events and moments, the story 

                                                
6	Cavarero, A. (2000). Relating narratives: storytelling and selfhood. 
London / New York: Routledge. P.1 
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will congeal into a unique and complete figure that abides 
beyond the sequences that contributed to its making and 
this figure is unique in all the world.   

Time spent on the road is weighted toward the absence of 
events, and this is contrary to the usual expectations of 
adventure. When we give our accounts, is it not true that 
we choose those things that stand out against a 
background, but that the background, in fact, constitutes 
the principle part of the journey? What is an adventure if 
stand-out events begin to merge with the background? 
For such merging is my daily sustenance, and the wonder 
of the world, often found in a meeting of vastness and 
intimacy, or of ground and figure, is central to the pattern 
that is taking shape, that is shaping me, as I go along. So 
this morning I watched the sun rise over the plains as, in 
a veil of pale pink they came into view from the top of 
Sims Gap. And later, in Goolgowi where it was cold and 
blustery, I watched a laughing child running barefoot 
across the shop floor. These unrelated images now nudge 
up against each other and form an alliance never 
imagined before. If I am the protagonist of my tale, it is 
often as an intermediary, a bridge between one event and 
another, connecting them for the first time. I am 
otherwise incidental, background, an extra, an effect.  

* 

When I arrive in Goolgowi, the rain has just started. 
There is no café, but on a street behind the highway that 
runs through town, there is a general store that also serves 
coffee and meals. It is a 1930s building with a wide 
covered front and tiered roof façade, and in the display 
window, some dusty memorabilia of the era. As has 
become my custom, I stop for coffee. And, oh! The 
home-made jam drops that transport me back to the 
afternoon teas in which, as young children, my sister and 
I would partake, up the road at the home of the farmer 
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who lived with his mother, who baked. It is warm inside, 
and welcoming, and a child with long, loose hair runs 
across the floor, barefoot, laughing. When eventually I 
leave, the rain has started in earnest.  

After seeking a room at the motel, where they want to 
almost double the price for an early arrival, I make my 
way to the entry of the Royal Mail Hotel, a single storey 
brick building that hugs the corner and half a block at the 
western end of town. Its presence also marks this western 
end as the centre. They are just opening up as I arrive, 
and have not yet lit the place. I help the publican put the 
bar stools down and explain I would like a room and 
somewhere safe for my bike and he leads me through a 
large old door and the arch entry to a long corridor. We 
walk past numerous rooms opening left and right, down 
past the bathrooms and through another door whose poor 
hinges never stop squeaking. Later, when I return by this 
door, I read the sign on the other side: “Please shut the 
door. It helps keep the brown snakes out”. We continue 
past an entry to the private quarters, a small store room 
with boxes of Christmas decorations piled up in the 
corner, and through a screen door to arrive at a small 
courtyard formed by the back of the hotel, the private 
residence, and a neat little shed with a low, covered 
wooden deck. I could chain the bike to the post here, and 
the shed, to whose door the publican passes me the key, 
would be my room. Inside, the beds are piled with frilled 
cushions, and small pieces of charm and ornament 
occupy most corners. The publican fiddles with the 
heater dials and it rumbles into action. He alerts me to the 
peculiarities of the hot water system – it takes some time 
to heat up; his wife usually has a cigarette while she is 
waiting – and leaves me to my room. I would be 
supremely comfortable here for two nights until the bad 
weather passes.  
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On both evenings I eat my meal at the bar. For the most 
part the clientele is made up of truck drivers, who also 
occupy most of the rooms. As usual, I chat with them and 
they are cheery and interested; particularly interested to 
hear how a cyclist deals with the trucks on the road. And 
they will tell me where they have been and are going and 
other cyclists they have seen and we discuss good and 
bad road etiquette. I look out the window and glimpse the 
long trucks across the highway with their hay bale loads 
as big as houses. But the conversation is frequently 
distracted by the television above the bar. The publican 
seems to have a taste for epic drama, with big human 
themes. In the midst of conversations, eyes appear to 
sadden and deepen as truck drivers and publican turn 
their attention to the story unfolding above.  

* 

The morning after my arrival, I paced myself for another 
day laying low. The winds were howling and the rain 
constant and cold. I made sure I would not hurry through 
anything, and would be thorough in my attention to this 
small town on the railway line, where I would not have 
chosen to stay had the options been open. But, as with 
Rankins Springs, by the time I came to leave, I had 
developed a deep affection and a sense of privilege for 
my time here, out on the plains between the Springs and 
Hay. By the time of leaving, I had come to know a little, 
the conversational chef at the café and the keen young 
fellow who spent his Sunday morning helping out there; 
warmed myself at the fire of a local family; got to know 
some local cats; developed a fondness for the gruff 
publican; and had a beer at the sprawling, empty RSL on 
the edge of town, just because there was a sign on the 
door that read, Please Come In.  

Before I left the hotel that morning I made the 
acquaintance of the two cats that live there, one grey and 
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feathery soft, who exercised some circumspection, the 
other a small spirited ginger, who made my room and me 
his own. Later on that night in the bar, the taciturn 
publican spoke in defence of the cats, more or less saying 
that they are a misunderstood lot, and he would tolerate 
no unkindness towards them. I warmed to him and felt 
some complicity but was unsure how my hosting the little 
one in my room would weigh up against a possible breech 
of hotel custom, so said nothing. 

 

 

 

My day consisted of the following program: Cooked 
breakfast in the room on the camp cooker; wrote a little; 
oriented myself around the wide, flat grid of streets that 
made up the the town, with winds slamming into me as I 
turned south, worsening as I turned west, and easing as I 
returned north, back to the hotel. By 9.30 I was ready for 
stage two of my morning’s excursions, and returned to 
the general store-café, with plans for a long morning tea. 
I sat at one of the two tables there and spread out my 
notebooks, drank a coffee and bought a platter of home-
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made slices and biscuits which I slowly made my way 
through. The young boy who made and served the coffee 
was as diligent and courteous attendant as I could ever 
imagine. He grew two inches taller when I told him his 
coffee was very good! The little girl with the long hair 
was there again, and this time I showed her Maria’s 
Mermaid, which she held admiringly. She looked at it 
even more intently when I told her how far it had come. 
The woman running the shop that day was the one I had 
met the day before when I first went there and she greeted 
me like a familiar. Yes, yes, she happily insisted, of 
course I could hang out here as long as I wanted! She was 
a chef by trade and never stopped cooking, preparing, 
serving. She was heavily pregnant and next month would 
give birth to her seventh child. Her eldest was 24 and had 
her own baby.  So she was a grandmother and her new 
baby would be younger than this grandchild! I tried to 
locate a place in my experience of people and families 
and generations to accommodate this extraordinary fact, 
but had to admit that it raised an entirely new way of 
considering the advance of time.  

I spoke with most of the customers who came in. Though 
there was not always something to say, it always felt 
important to say something, or just to make contact. A 
father and his young son, travelling through on their way 
south-west, came in and ordered lunch. The child 
received his order like a trophy, with an earnest look on 
his face as one who had taken on a huge responsibility. 
The lunch, wrapped up in its foil packaging, was the size 
and general shape of an adult possum. It was the shop 
special: a kind of burger/wrap that contained almost two 
of everything you could imagine, an entire kitchen of 
contents, mostly meat: steak, bacon, meat patty, egg, 
cheese … The boy, not wanting to overdo it, said no 
thank you when asked if he wanted salad.  
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Outside I encountered a family walking a Shetland and a 
little white and brown pony. They were having 
photographs taken for a local magazine. Normally they 
would ride in to town, but the weather being what it was, 
they brought the pony and Shetland in the float. After 
speaking with them for only five minutes, the mother 
invited me to come and spend the afternoon in their warm 
place. It’s just a shed, she told me, but it has a fire place 
and a television. The fire sounded good. So I went back 
to my room, where I found that little ginger cat curled up 
on my bed – how…? – cooked some lunch and made my 
way over to the property of my new friends, one 
kilometre away. Across the railway line and obliquely 
across the highway, down a dirt road I walked, and spent 
the afternoon perched on the arm of their sofa, warmed 
by their fire, and listening to the story of Tania’s life. Late 
in the afternoon, as the sun was setting behind black 
clouds, I headed back, got ready for tomorrow’s 
departure, and made for the bar.  

* 

I entered Goolgowi feeling somewhat dulled, as if the 
fuel to feed adventure would not surface here. But I 
believe I found the thread again, thanks to good folk, 
thanks to clear decisions, patience to let the world take its 
time to find me and, as always, infinite gratitude.     
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four charms 

Every morning when I set out on the road, I invoke four 
sources for good travel, good fortune and good 
adventure. One is strength, physical, obviously, but also 
internal strength to bear the hours alone and sometimes 
the drain, as much as the stimulation of the senses. There 
is also a kind of strength involved in seeing through the 
moments which are consecutive, to the shape and 
meaning of this enterprise, the emergent form of the 
journey manifest both in the traveller and her story. Then 
I remind myself of patience, that the end of the day will 
only come through acceptance of the miles, the 
sometimes monotony, and that this patience might 
expose concealed delights, like a colour that has no name, 
or a silence that has made its way into the hidden 
language of the heart. Or that it may mean the softening 
of expectations to find some sense in monotony, such as 
the fact that a plain is not a plain without it. I also remind 
my heart to be grateful, and that gratitude, more often 
than not, comes before the thing toward which it reaches. 
From what I have come to understand, gratitude must be 
there as a condition prior to any apparent reason for it. 
And finally, I remind myself of sound judgement and the 
clarity of mind and vision to make the best decision, for 
the sake of good travel, good fortune and good adventure.  
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We all grew up with stories like these: the hero sets out 
alone into the world, answering a calling or is cast out by 
misfortune or treachery, but through a series of fated 
encounters, gathers a set of enchanted tools. These 
become the means by which the treasure is claimed, 
dragon overcome, kingdom redeemed, happiness won. If 
you are in trouble, blow this horn and help will be at your 
side; a cloth cast to the ground will become a river or 
suddenly be filled with food; a comb will transform into 
a forest and the assailant lost within it. Well I am not 
saying my adventure is accounted for by gifts of such 
unnatural qualities, but the four invocations that I make 
in the morning as I set out have something of the 
enchantment of these gifts, and I hold them dear and stake 
my life on them. They are a resource that has come not 
through any intelligence of my own, but through 
encounters with various wise souls along the way, long 
before I left home, and manifest in the course of placing 
myself into the open. I utter them each day into the 
coldness of the morning as I take to the road, and dwell 
on them for they contain all I need to get by. Thus it was 
the fourth of these charms that I cast down with particular 
conviction, one day and a night after leaving Goolgowi, 
and as I covered the last thirty kilometres from my truck 
stop camp site on the plain before Hay.  

Again I had been assailed by head winds, south westerlies 
which, once past Gunbar Hall, thirty kilometres out of 
Goolgowi – and just as the publican had predicted – 
escalated immediately. All at once, I was on the plain, the 
open sea, and it was just as if the world were pulling 
away, and all by which I had come to know myself and 
every other thing, was gone. The moon might just as well 
have popped up on the ground in front of me for all its 
strangeness. I had made my getaway from Goolgowi 
early, well before sun-up, because winds always seem to 
build up in the afternoon. If I could reach Hay by midday 
– it was only one hundred and ten kilometres away – I 
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should avoid the worst of it. But over the first thirty 
kilometres, I slowed to well below my average. This was 
disheartening to say the least, but the road still wound and 
curved enough to be facing away from the beating wind 
now and then. Once past Gunbar Hall however, any 
thought of such respite was behind me, and the road 
straightened out, and the sameness began, with tufty 
grasses and naked, dry soil. I recall scant features that 
stood out from the constancy of the ground: a culvert and 
a brown dam next to a dirt mound; a single tree in the 
distance. There is a place on the map marked as “One 
Tree” and I guessed this might be it. Each of these might 
have been a possible fortress for the night should I be 
forced to stop, but I passed by these slender offerings, 
determined to meet my target, and then there would be 
nothing for miles. I slowed to 15, 13, 10 and eventually 
9km/h, still working with all my might to maintain 
momentum. Trucks passing the other way brought on 
waves of despair as the bike came to a standstill, and my 
lessons in swimming less than a week earlier, now were 
useless.  

Hopelessly discouraged by this situation, when Old 
Galah Homestead appeared before me, about sixty-five 
kilometres from Goolgowi, I regarded it with an eye to 
possible respite. I stopped outside its entry, a single event 
on an otherwise eventless plain, and imagined staying 
there, where there would be water to fill my bottle, and 
there was a big tree, now a sign of civility, of hope, of the 
world as a place where difference and shade and birds 
might be possible. There would be human beings, of 
which group I felt so acutely to be a member. I did not 
want to leave Old Galah, because I knew that once I did, 
the nothingness would set in again, and advance would 
be torturous, which it was. And though I passed it by, I 
thought fondly about Old Galah as I rode on, as if I had 
the rights to some special memory of it.  
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Further on, I called out after a ute as it passed. It occurred 
to me that I could put the bike in the tray and ride up front. 
I waved after it energetically. It was such a good idea! 
But the few cars and trucks that passed going my way 
soon vanished to the tiny speck of distance into which all 
life must eventually dissolve. What of my magical 
charms, my talismans? Of strength, nothing remained; 
patience was of the kind one must summon on the brink 
of eternity and gratitude was gone. It would have to wait 
for later, which, amongst all the charms, gratitude at least 
is capable. But I still had recourse to sound judgement. I 
still had the option to choose in this endless sameness and 
heartbreaking resistance of things, the best way forth, and 
from this realisation, a little strength and a little patience 
returned.  

My first strategy was to not look up, to keep eyes cast to 
the road. They say this about mountains: Don’t look up, 
just keep going. Looking up on mountains, though, gives 
me no grief. They have presence, solidity, form. Looking 
upon the plain, however –  at least when, like in a bad 
dream, you cannot move forward – is like gazing on the 
face of the Gorgon, and I felt cursed each time I beheld it 
striking back at me with its penetrating emptiness, but 
without the drama of a wilderness. Worse, it was a 
reminder that I lacked the soundness and fortitude of 
character to be able to relate to it, for I do not really 
believe it is unrelatable, but that I had failed to make a 
connection. It is not that a place must, by its nature, 
delight or else displease, or oppress the senses. It is that 
a place reveals and reflects back particular qualities of the 
soul. It attracts like to like. The existential void revels in 
a place like this, and it is one thing to write about it in 
theory, but quite another to find in the world an 
agreement that nothingness is real, or that reality is 
nothingness. There is a nice song by Julia Jacklin called 
Hay Plain. It has that distant, lonely-plain feeling about 
it, a sort of ambience that you can sense immediately, a 
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slow strained rhythm expressive of a missing, a loss for 
which the plain is called up as a metaphor. The song 
makes the plain somehow complicit in human sentiment. 
But the truth is, the plain cares nothing for human feeling, 
and there is no music so unmodulated that it could 
express an encounter with this place, alone and on a 
bicycle. Such music and lyrics must be conceived from a 
fast moving vehicle. My sound judgement told me to stay 
focused on the immediate which was familiar and 
reliable: my bike, its bell, the pedals, my gloves. All these 
things I examined with renewed interest while 
simultaneously keeping one eye on the rear-view mirror.  

 

 

 

Then at one point, about thirty-eight kilometres from 
Hay, and no more than six or seven kilometres from Old 
Gala, though it felt as if I had travelled for hours since 
then, I gazed up and saw that the road curved a little up 
ahead, and that where it curved, there were trees. And I 
saw a sign that was so welcome, it might have said Paris, 
but said, rather: Truck Stop 5km. Now I had something 
to aim for that was nearer at hand, and as I approached 
the shady gums, waving high in their long branches, they 
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seemed very lovely indeed and gratitude quickened. The 
facilities at the truck stop amounted to a pair of rubbish 
bins. But there was shelter behind the big trees and I 
made myself at home here with some bread and cheese 
and put the pot on for tea. Beyond the sparse collection 
of trees lay a sprawl of low thorny shrubs, densely packed 
and shoulder height. There was, in addition to these 
facilities, phone reception. So I cast down once more, my 
fourth talisman, sound judgement. My options arose as 
follows:  

1. push through the last thirty kilometres, battling 
the wind and possibly flagging short of my destination 
where, very likely, there would be neither trees nor 
shrubs nor phone reception, nor, imagine, rubbish bins;  

2. wait until the winds calmed down in a few hours, 
as was forecast, and ride in the dark – not sound, there is 
a steady flow of trucks and road trains; or… 

3. move into an enclosure amongst that thorny 
shrubbery and pitch the tent for the night. 

Down went the charm, and out rose the answer. I would 
remain where I was for my first roadside camp, on the 
famous Hay Plain. And having decided on that, the 
strength came round, and I clipped away an excellent 
clearing in the thorny bush, whose thorns were more 
show than real. Then patience attended me, as I settled in 
for the long night. And already, gratitude was filling me 
once more, for the sunset gave more colour than all the 
Bonnards and Monets and Pissaros you could imagine. 
The starry sky came all the way to the thin horizon and 
my tent was cosy and warm and well concealed from the 
road. I had food and a little water. All was grand! It may 
be disappointing to know that I did not meditate or sing 
or read poetry or write very much, but spoke at length 
with folk at home, using the excellent reception at hand, 
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and then watched, on my very small electronic screen, a 
favourite episode of Dad’s Army. And, in sending me off 
to sleep, I listened to a reading of a Sherlock Holmes 
story whose language and narrative, in my weariness and 
distraction seemed so complex, that I took in very little 
and quickly sank into dreams. 

In the morning the fly was crusted with ice; little 
sparkling crystals in the explosion of early light under a 
deep blue sky. So, somewhat short of water, I put my 
mouth to the tent and chewed the ice, chewed happily on 
the tent in the morning on the plain. 

Amongst the themes discussed in my telephone 
conversations the night before – with Mark, and then with 
Jeremy, a fellow touring cyclist – concerned the question 
of how to proceed now that I found myself several days 
behind schedule. I had wanted to be in Mildura for winter 
solstice, when The Museum of Innocence would be, as it 
was the previous year, the site of a gentle, extended 
offering of music7. Besides this, Mark had planned to be 
in Adelaide on Tuesday June 26 to meet me, and spend 
several days with the family I had come so far to be with. 
Without going into detail, it is enough to say that various 
intercepting plans to do with other people’s travel and 
arrival and so on, meant that I could not spare a day. If I 
kept riding now, I would arrive in Mildura two days after 
solstice, and in order to be in Adelaide on time, I would 
need to leave Mildura the very next morning and forgo 
connecting with friends there. I would also need to ride 

                                                
7 The Museum of Innocence on Deakin Street hosts exhibitions, music, 
experimental art projects and, each year for the past three or so, Domenico de 
Clario’s winter solstice event. Last year I spent three weeks there, on a residency 
at the end of a cycling trip from Rosebud, on the Mornington Peninsula that I did 
with Lawrence Fisher. At solstice Domenico played the piano throughout the 
whole night, and sang old songs to slow improvised melodies. Ren Waters played 
guitar. I drew, rode the bike in ellipses around the room, and made a performance 
involving leaves and a broom. It was an enchanted night. In the morning, we went 
next door for breakfast, half silly from weariness, but elevated.  
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longer days after Mildura, and cut out one planned stop. 
Frankly I had not considered this scheduling of things 
and was oblivious to it until this moment. In short, the 
only thing to do was to put myself and the bike on a coach 
from Hay to Mildura. Those I consulted agreed 
adamantly that this was not capitulation, for the 
alternative was to compromise friendships, sacred rituals, 
and to treat the adventure as if it were a race, or otherwise 
rule-bound. An adventure is more than this, for it must 
not make of physical fortitude a trap. I recognised an 
attitude that is counter intuitive to the spirit of adventure, 
that has the potential to bind rather than liberate. 
Adventure is not principally about proving something, 
but heading into the unknown, and then responding to it; 
seeking out a world, not accumulating points. Adventure 
means doing what needs to be done for the best story. 
And so on. 

So that morning, with the winds at a lull and the sky clear 
and the air crisp, I gathered my tent and fly which I had 
spread wide across the bushes to dry, packed the trusty 
Vivente, and headed back to the road, covering the last 
thirty kilometres to Hay, which yesterday represented an 
epic ride, before 10.30am.  
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leaving hay 

A great deal of heavy haulage rumbles through Hay, for 
it is at the junction of the Sturt, Cobb and Mid-Western 
Highways. The trucks seem too big for the road, the way 
they overshadow shopfronts and make miniatures of 
pedestrians and vehicles and bicycles. Tonight, from 
Hay, I would leave the Mid-Western, and take up the 
Sturt, along whose edges I would travel all the way to 
Adelaide. Hay, like West Wyalong and Condoblin, has 
an established civic order about its main streets and the 
churches are many and public buildings are sturdy and 
grand, of stone and earthy old red brick; the two storied 
post office is fronted by a series of tall arches entering the 
lower portico, and these arches continue in the windows 
above, deep and solid. Wealth came here not through 
gold, but through agriculture: sheep, cattle and 
increasingly, cotton. Encountering this town, with all its 
variety and comforts, its shade and gardens and general 
civility, I felt as if the plain had dreamed it up and that I 
too might be no more than an object of its wild 
imagination. Pulling away in any direction makes you 
wonder at its strangeness out there, not on the edge but in 
the midst of a plain.  

Hay’s green and flowered gardens and sidewalks are 
courtesy of its position on the northern banks of the 
Murrumbidgee. It means “big water” in the Wiradjuri 



102 

language. I spent the day settling into this new idea of 
travel that I was to embark upon that night. The coach 
was to depart from the other side of the bridge at around 
eight that evening. So for the remainder of the day, with 
sun shining and nothing in particular to do, I would move 
at a leisurely pace through the streets, enjoying an 
extended sense of arrival without the need to set up the 
tent, wash, cook, shop or otherwise dedicate my time to 
the day to day business of life on the road. I showered 
though, had a mighty breakfast and went to purchase my 
coach ticket, where there seemed little concern that I 
would be travelling with a bicycle. I did not have the 
alertness for sightseeing and museums, so went instead 
to a second hand store, where I encountered one of the 
most dazzling displays of women’s high heels I can recall 
anywhere, and wondered if it would be right to take this 
as some evidence of the population here. Images 
superimposed themselves in my mind: the jaunty 
coloured patent heels, and the dry, flat plain in whose 
midst they found and lost their purpose.  
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At 5pm I walked me and the Vivente slowly across the 
bridge over the Murrumbidgee, and to the service station 
where the bus would arrive leave in a few hours. I 
watched the trucks come and go like circus cavalcades, 
festooned with red lights streaming through the night. I 
waited contentedly, making a meal of my remaining 
biscuits and strawberries, olives and cheese. And then a 
small gathering of travellers appeared, including a group 
of indigenous women and several small, energetic 
children. The coach arrived around twenty minutes late 
and was held up further still when the driver explained he 
could not take my bike as it was not boxed. They had said 
nothing of this at the ticket office. I could not turn around 
now; my heart was set on this course. I had only the 
energy to be determined about this one thing. The driver 
was understanding and clearly wanted to make things 
work. But of course, I could see it from his point of view. 
After a lengthy conversation on the phone with his boss, 
to whom I was made to answer, it was agreed that the 
bike would be permitted, but that I must never, ever 
expect such leniency again. The goodly driver calmly 
rearranged the baggage to accommodate bike and 
panniers, and the goodly travellers did not appear 
impatient. Unfortunately, a change of drivers brought on 
another delay, for this other one was not happy; he 
wanted no part of this concession but was, nonetheless, 
obliged to accept it. We left more than an hour after 
schedule.  

Surely if that driver had known what was to follow with 
this difficult passenger who should either be on-a-bike-
or-on-a-bus-but-not-both, he might have made his case 
with greater tenacity. As it was, we pulled out of Hay and 
onto the plain to Balranald, in that smooth, easy way that 
coaches move and I eased back into the cradle of the seat 
as if it were a gondola coasting on a black sea.  
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angels of mildura 

 

Here is an image. Witness from above. A night coach 
moves swiftly across the plain. Small shrubs then larger 
trees are caught in the headlights; like photographic 
negatives they flash white from the grey approach while 
beyond this immediate scenery, all is blackness. The 
horizon is visible only for the end of stars. Now an 
opening appears in the top of the coach and you behold a 
strange gathering. A woman lies slumped across two 
seats, her legs flung over the arm rest. But she isn’t 
resting. She is groaning and writhing and around her, 
bracing themselves against the backs of the seats, is a 
group of mostly indigenous women, making their way to 
Mildura. There is a Chinese woman there as well. They 
are bending over the prone one; one of them has offered 
her hand, which the recumbent grips with urgent 
firmness. Then she is on the floor of the bus. They have 
placed a pillow under her head, and the hand is still held. 
It will not be let go. The one whose hand is held is 
repeating, breathe deeply, deep breaths, deep breaths. 
The ailing one opens her eyes and looks up into the round 
dark face above her, eyes shining bright with care. She 
murmurs: What’s your name? Tiffany. What’s yours? 
Sharon. Blessed face of an angel. 
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Where did such torrents of pain come from? Dump me 
out the door. Just be done... 

Now the coach has slowed, is coasting about, searching 
for a hospital, but we are led further away from the main 
road. We turn this way and that, fold back on our trail and 
though I can see nothing, there is the sense that we are 
spiralling in, moving into the centre of a maze. This is 
Robinvale. How could any place on an open plain 
produce such a complex map as, from my position on the 
coach floor, we seem to be following? The women are 
there still, and they say nothing. They express neither 
impatience nor agitation. Eventually we stop and fifteen 
minutes – maybe – pass and an ambulance pulls silently 
alongside. I am to leave this journey, to leave my bike 
and all its load to arrive in Mildura without me. It is the 
first time we will have been apart since I left home, 
almost three weeks ago and the anxiety of this parting 
tells me how close we have become. As if I did not 
already know! I phone my friend in Mildura, who was 
expecting me at 11.40pm. Of course, he will take care of 
the Vivente and her load, but what’s happening? If I 
knew, if I knew... After three hours under the floodlights 
in a bay at Mildura base hospital, and a modicum of 
morphine coursing through my veins, the torture has 
passed without explanation and I am told to go. The gruff 
nurse pulls the cannula from my hand and tells me to call 
a cab, doing me the great kindness of pointing to the 
phone. She could learn a thing or two from the Angels in 
the coach who never once complained about arriving in 
Mildura an hour and a half late.  

The cab arrives and ten minutes later I am tapping on my 
friend’s window on Lemon Avenue. But he is sleeping 
soundly and I figure he has only returned from the bus 
depot these last three hours. So at 4.45 in the morning I 
wander off to reconnect with the wide familiar streets of 
Mildura where, this very time the previous year, I took 
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up my place in the Museum of Innocence. A single cafe 
is opening. I sit down to a good coffee, and within an 
hour, the place is busy with early starters. It is the most 
extraordinary thing to be part of this morning cheer. All 
is well and the sun is starting to cast its light. By seven, I 
am back at Lemon Avenue, and the day, joined 
seamlessly to the long strange night, begins. 
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winter solstice  

 

I never uncovered what it was all about, that torture in the 
bus, in my abdomen, my stomach, wrenching at the hips 
and back. The doctor dismissed it with an air of 
disinterest, and the nurse found me to be a nuisance with 
my dirty cycling shoes and imaginary troubles in the 
middle of the night. She was happy to be rid of me. But 
at the café in Mildura where I saw in the new day, I 
lingered as long as I could, marvelling at the simple, 
familial greetings that passed between the people there, 
the cheerful ease with which the baristas responded to the 
spilling of a large amount of milk across the floor, and 
then the trouble they took with their coffee, keen for 
appraisal from the customers. I wanted to be part of it all, 
and hoped for nothing so much as to be included in their 
banter. I watched it all and listened in with the greatest 
interest, and though I received no particular attention 
from this lively group, despite occasional contributions I 
made to the general conversation across the bar, I was in 
no hurry to leave.  

So I browsed through all the fliers on a news rack under 
the counter and by good fortune my hands fell upon an 
invitation to the opening of an exhibition of zines at the 
Mildura Art Centre, the following night. I folded it and 
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made a point of getting along. Zines are those little, 
independent, low volume publications that celebrate the 
autonomy and democracy of the written word and 
printable image, and have popularised the long arm 
stapler. The opening would coincide with winter solstice, 
so I planned to meet Helen there, have dinner together, 
then return to the Museum of Innocence where I hoped 
to float through the long night on the improvised music 
and lose all sense of time, as I had done the year before. 
It was during that time, a year ago, that I had got to know 
Helen when I stayed in her house near the banks of the 
Murray. In all its two floors and cosy nooks, there was 
not a single place where my eyes did not encounter some 
sort of wondrous thing or image. She had made the most 
of each sliver of light by placing some radiant, 
translucent glass thing there while paintings, curious 
objects, drawings and photographs populated the walls 
and floor, and hung from the ceiling. A writer, musician, 
and visionary community force, Helen is equal measures 
sharp-as-a-tack scholar, larrikin and wit, and 
compassionate observer and tenderer of the people in 
whose wide circle she moves.  

At the opening, amidst punk-inspired, radical, humorous, 
poetic and graphic zines, Helen greeted me with a warm 
hug and on inquiring after my health since its recent 
peculiarity, said to me this: What do you think was going 
on? It is yours after all. Or words to that effect. But 
Helen’s point, as I understood it, was that the mystery 
pain, which belonged to me, was therefore mine to 
comprehend and interpret in whichever way I thought 
appropriate, or meaningful, without need to defer to 
medical analysis – of which, it should be remembered, 
there was none. And as mine, as an episode in a story that 
was unfolding simultaneously along worldly and 
metaphorical axes, I said to Helen, as one who has 
suddenly recognised their freedom to know, that I would 
therefore choose the birthing explanation. For the image 
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in the coach, as far as I could imagine it from its midst, 
with a woman prone and groaning and writhing in pain, 
and other women leaning over and offering solace and 
concern, was a nativity to be sure. And having decided 
upon this, I was free to see the shape of this journey, in 
its emergence as an adventure, as a new and original entry 
into the world. I now had my metaphor in the real world, 
a shape, a figure manifest in this singular motif. But it 
was also a story for the bus driver, whose night went from 
bad to worse, and the women too, who arrived late in 
Mildura, and Domenico who collected my bike and 
panniers without their proper owner, and Helen, for 
receiving me and reminding me that the story was mine.  

But that was not all Helen said. She told me that she had 
passed this story to someone, the story about me on the 
bus and the rest of it, which included the name of the 
Angel whose hand I gripped relentlessly throughout the 
ordeal, and this someone said: I know who that is! And 
so the hairs on my arms stood on end and I was gripped 
by the uncanny sense of an invisible confluence of people 
and places and events, real and imagined, symbol and 
allegory.  

We left the noisy exhibition and headed out for a meal 
and then on to that magical space on Deakin Street, The 
Museum of Innocence, with its wide wooden floor and 
long white panelling, lit by coloured fluorescent lights 
leaning like lost property against the windows and walls. 
A small cluster of chairs huddled around some heaters at 
one end of the cold room and at the other Domenico De 
Clario sat at the lustrous grand piano, with all its concert 
formality, but adrift in the vast room like a dark ship. Ren 
Waters stood beside and a little behind him, with his 
guitar, and together they found notes like hidden patterns 
in woven cloth. The songs were old standards, but cut 
loose from their familiar tunes, with the words left to 
wander untethered, lightly brought in, one by one, 
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through the melancholy pace and timbre and improvised 
melodic of Domenico’s voice and it all moved seamlessly 
from one song to the next. There was a young couple 
there, listening intently. Apart from these two, and now 
Helen and I, no-one else came. Helen and I danced in the 
dim radiance of the coloured fluorescent lights, and 
played like children with Ren’s suitcase of improvised 
instruments and cloths. It got strange and bold and the 
dance wanted to extract a story, but neither of us forced 
it, so the performance remained happily free of any 
decisive meaning. The young couple left. Helen left. 
Then we three left without much of a word around 10pm. 
Last year, the solstice performance went on throughout 
the whole night, but this year the soccer World Cup was 
on and tonight of all nights, Australia was playing 
Denmark. 

The morning following solstice, I left Mildura at 9am 
under a greyish sky. After two days of loose clothing, I 
was tight bound, once again, in my efficient cycling wear, 
and Domenico, whose embrace was firm, waved me off 
down Lemon Avenue.  
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river ways 

 

Twenty kilometres outside Mildura, I saw, coming the 
other way, the first touring cyclist I had encountered for 
the entire duration of the journey. We waved 
enthusiastically at each other and stopped, launching into 
a conversation across the busy Sturt Highway, 
interrupted by trucks and a steady stream of general 
traffic. So I crossed over, eager to hear this adventurer’s 
story and find out where he was going and the rest of it; 
whatever there was to tell. I learnt that he had an 
indefinite period of time off work and was making his 
way to the source of the Murray, following the off-road 
tracks as close to the watercourse as possible. He was on 
the road today because the ground had become too soft 
to continue on the riverside track. He would attempt to 
re-join it at Mildura. I envied him his open ended time-
scape and commended him on achieving this. First 
condition of a perfect adventure: no schedule! He had an 
efficient and well thought out touring rig, but had run out 
of water. He was reluctant to accept any from me, but I 
told him I had only thirty-five kilometres to go. Take 
what you need. One of the benefits of riding distances in 
winter is that the requirement for water is not as acute as 
it is in summer months. Nevertheless, you do not want to 
run short too often. I shared with him the story of how I 
had done so on that one occasion, out on the Hay Plain, 
and been compelled to eat ice off my tent. I knew at that 
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time on the plain that amusement would one day follow 
and was happy to be spending this allowance so soon.  

From its source in the Australian Alps to its draining into 
Lake Alexandrina inside South Australia’s remote and 
wild Coorong, the Murray covers 2500 km across three 
states and its catchment takes in around fifteen percent of 
Australia’s landmass. Mildura is the second largest town 
situated on the great river and if you enter from the south-
east, your first encounter with this rich and green and 
fountained city is from across the river at Buronga. If, on 
another day, you enter from the south, you are suddenly 
aware of orchards of loaded orange trees, which, after the 
dry mallee country, tell you clearly that plenty of water 
is at hand. Last year I rode along the banks a good section 
of the way between Mildura and Merbein, and marvelled 
and almost wept at the great river red gums, with their 
rooty grip on clay banks and enormous trunks and shady 
heads that you encounter like temples.  

The river has fed and watered and shaded and storied and 
transported human beings on the continent for some 
20000 years, through southern Wiradjuri, Yorta Yorta, 
Baraba Baraba, Wemba Wemba, Wadi Wadi, Dadi Dadi, 
Kureinji, Latje Latje, Meru and Ngarrindjeri country. 
And for many of these vaguely defined lands, the river 
appears to have marked an edge of sorts. To the 
communities in the lower river area, the huge waterway 
is known as Murrundi; near its source, it is Indi, and near 
Echuca in Victoria, it is called Millewa, a name that has, 
for over a century, defined the region of north western 
Victoria, in which Cullulleraine, my next stop, is 
included.8 In short, it would be as impossible to offer a 
definition of this continent without giving significant 
position to the Murray, as it would be to describe the day 
without mentioning the sun. I would remain in its 

                                                
8	http://www.samemory.sa.gov.au/site/page.cfm?u=1316	
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company, and under its spell and within its thrall, all the 
way to Blanchetown.  

* 

There is a surprising otherworldliness that you feel at 
Lake Cullulleraine. You are riding through semi-arid 
mallee country when you encounter the sign for this place 
with a name like a song whose words have been 
forgotten. And when you turn off the highway and follow 
the track to the lake it is as though you had left the world 
of earth and stone and road and time and entered a 
slightly translucent, emerald dream where a single voice 
is transported by the glassy water like a clarion and the 
green is so vivid it hovers and stains the air. A Chinese 
family is picnic-spread on the lawn at the edge of the lake 
that licks at the grass. It is black and tranquil. Their voices 
and laughter lift and carry, and they are dressed in white. 
I seem to remember, at least, that they are all in white.  

It is so quiet, it is disquieting, not quite real, like a stage 
set or a consecrated site. Or a caravan park, which it turns 
out to be, a bit further on from this open lawn. I return to 
the road to get supplies at the little shop and roadhouse 
up ahead. For a general store, the only one between 
Mildura and Renmark, the proprietors have exercised an 
extraordinary judgement in stocking it. Suffice to say that 
no birthday or anniversary in the area need go ungifted, 
for the walls, lined with a grid of small compartment 
shelves, house an uninterrupted display of shiny and 
colourful objects, from large green butterflies to gold and 
silver Buddhas. You can buy, if you wish, a duck-shaped 
ceramic jug, gnomes in pink, red and green, brass 
elephants, prancing ponies, toy buses and tiny cars, 
colourful umbrellas, soup mugs, fluffy slippers, puzzles, 
printed tins, ointment, a full range of ornamental frogs, 
cuddly beetles, a slime kit, tennis balls, golf balls, rubrics 
cubes, a guitar, rubber superheroes, kaleidoscopes, 
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laughing fruit with rope legs, ABC books, and various 
plaques and boxes with clichés printed in cursive script. 
That is just the surface of things at the general store, 
roadhouse, café and bottle shop. You can also buy tomato 
sauce and breakfast cereal here but the larger part of the 
shop space is dedicated to the wunderkammer, and I 
linger on for some time, browsing over this mesmeric 
array whilst drinking hot chocolate. The proprietor 
advises me that there is a second caravan park up the 
road, but it is a residential one. People live down there 
and the population represents the larger part of the 
immediate Cullulleraine community. Would I find cabins 
and bungalows adorned with things purchased at this 
store? If, when hopeful inhabitants come this way for 
cheese and bread, they can only find brightly coloured 
butterflies and miniature London buses and the rest, do 
they purchase these instead?   

* 

Lake Cullulleraine is both a natural and manufactured 
lake. Its geography is a natural dry depression that in the 
past only filled when the Murray flooded. But early last 
century, in an effort to open up the Millewa to farming, 
water was channelled from river to shallow basin. From 
there it was redistributed to surrounding farms by 
independent channels. In 1974 these channels were 
replaced by electric pumps, and now the lake is encased 
in lush eucalypt forest and water grasses. In the late 
afternoon, after I had set up my tent at the residential 
park, I rode the ten and a half kilometres around the 
wending contour of Lake Cullulleraine, when the 
shadows from the eucalypts appeared long and lanky 
across the red earth track, and the grassy banks doubled 
in the reflective stillness of the water. The lake was 
different away from the manicured parks, untamed and 
boggy, and the water and her nesting fowl were often 
hidden through the long grasses. But if you look away 
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from the lake, back through the shallow forest rim and 
vegetation, you see only mallee encircling and the 
contrast is profound. At one part, the vegetated area thins 
away and the arid land moves almost up to the lake edge. 
Cullulleraine is a haven whose loveliest stretches are 
clasped between the dry and sparse landscape of the 
Murray Sunset National Park, and the gentrified lawns 
and congenial drinks-at-five society of the residential 
park community.  

In the evening, when everyone had returned to their 
bungalows after said drinks, and the fire was still going, 
I put my feet up to its warm edge and watched a flock of 
birds on the lake, stirring the surface and echoing their 
calls into the quiet. So taken was I by their movements 
that I did not notice the rubber soles of my shoes dripping 
into the fire, until the heat penetrated and awoke me from 
my distraction. 

The next day, before noon, continuing through the vast 
mallee country, I exited Victoria and entered South 
Australia; at the state border, on each side of the road, a 
welcome sign. South Australia has strict quarantine rules 
and for some miles there had been intermittent signs 
reminding travellers of the penalties for not declaring 
fresh fruit and vegetables. I remember the stone fruits of 
Adelaide. Our grandparents had a nectarine tree, though 
it was the apricot I remember with the greatest fondness 
and my sister and I would eagerly feast on these sweet, 
hot fruits of summer. Elsewhere, in the congested garden 
of the old stone house where my mother’s aunt and uncle 
lived, I recall a pathway leading to a plum tree loaded 
with night-dark fruit. Every garden seemed to have at 
least one fruit tree, and many years later I would discover 
the particular exotic charms of the feijoa, and all these 
fruits, whatever they were, always arrived in the hand 
unblemished and juicy.  
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We also had a peach tree at our house in South East 
Queensland, and every year it produced hundreds of 
plump fruit that would fall to the ground and their brown, 
rotten flesh smash open, exposing clusters of little 
wrigglers implanted by the fruit fly. My sister and I 
received our first pocket money for picking up this mush. 
It is these fruit fly that South Australia, through the rigour 
of its quarantine laws and policing of the borders, has 
managed to keep at bay. So at the border, around five 
kilometres before the quarantine station, on a red sandy 
rise on the edge of mallee scrub above the welcome sign, 
I sat me down to feast on all that remained of my fresh 
produce, mostly avocado, cucumber and strawberries.  

And as I sat there feeling languid and easy, at home out 
in the open, a white car coming from the other direction 
pulled to a sudden stop on the sandy verge, kicking up a 
small storm of dust, and three young men got out. This 
did not please me! What were they doing there in their 
fine clothes and car and stopping and looking about? 
What did they mean by all their laughter and good cheer? 
Photographs. That was what they wanted. Photographs 
under the welcome-to-Victoria sign. And then, not 
wanting to waste the opportunity, they crossed the road 
to make the most of things and took more photos under 
the welcome-to-South-Australia sign. So I sat and 
watched, munching on fresh produce. Then it occurred to 
me to make contact, without alarming them, and offer to 
take their photograph together there.  

They were surprised to find they had been observed, but 
pleased with this idea, and smiled and shone in a 
strangely polished, temple-on-the-hill sort of way. Then 
they took my photograph under the sign, with the bike at 
my side, and one of them wanted to stand with me for a 
picture, with this peculiar specimen who had cycled all 
that way. They pointed jovially to their badges when I 
asked their names. They were all called “Elder”; Elder 
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this and Elder that, and it was only later I discovered that 
“Elder” was a Mormon title. In my ignorance I pointed 
out, in a playful and friendly way, for every one of us was 
in a good mood, that they all had the same first name and 
they laughed companionably and explained it was a title, 
but did not elaborate. It was clear, in any case, they were 
church men, and that these church men were about 
teaching and doing their service, but something stopped 
them short of practising their trade at that moment, and 
for that I felt a deep gratitude and respect. For I believe 
they could tell I was doing just fine, and they desisted. 
No pamphlets, no have-you-heard. Perhaps they could 
even tell that I had seen the wonder of creation, a 
revelation that seemed to rattle the nervous evangeliser in 
Condobolin.  
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an image of value 

 

I think this is what my teacher Gaston Bachelard was 
meaning when he talked about images: not pictures, but 
moments of encounter that exceed a simple telling, 
however simple or familiar they might be; they rise up 
suddenly, as if nothing about them had been witnessed 
before. So strange the encounter that your own senses 
seem to be new, and perhaps it is this, the renewal of the 
senses, that accounts for their occurrence. These images 
are moments of infinity, inexplicable for their effect. In 
nature’s midst, one lives in such an image, joins it and is 
speechless within it, unable to name a single thing, 
because things lose their determination to qualities that 
are never quite stable. My days have been filled with this 
sense of the world, both shaping into a recollection and 
forming for the first time.  

And then there are places that human beings have 
fashioned, have covered in the pretence of images and 
offered them in imitation of a shimmering world. In such 
a place your actions are predetermined and experience 
guaranteed, and everything is finite, diminished and loud. 
I found myself in such a place as I sought somewhere to 
put my tent in Renmark, for the independent parks that 
were so informal and easy in central NSW were nowhere 
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to be found just here. In this prepared environment, 
clipped and paved and signposted, appointed with all-
that-you-could-want, as if you were the inverse of its 
facilities. People walking on even paths, preparing 
evening meals in polished kitchens, where not a single 
teaspoon was to be found, eating with their backs to the 
night and playing here and there where play was 
allocated, looked like actors on a film set. 

Tears have been pursuing me, a kind of melancholy, 
perhaps to be expected. The past twenty-four days have 
shown me more than a lifetime. Sometimes I feel as 
though I am living inside a metaphor, that everything is 
real, just as it is, but also inhabiting my being as a story, 
as a parallel reality that unites the events in the world 
with the apotheosis of being. For if the world is infinite, 
then it does not stop at the skin, but is continuous with the 
very thought I take up in its midst.  

So the place I had to pitch my tent was this park 
announced by a boom gate and an office like a city hotel 
with uniformed desk clerks, and maintenance staff with 
strings of keys, drifting about like secret police, and 
water features and entertainment huts, all run by some 
senseless corporation in another city, second order 
colonialists, smoothing over the rough edges around 
rivers, reducing the infinite wonder of the world to a 
finite amusement. And for reasons too strange to 
imagine, this has great appeal to a great many. But for all 
that, I pitched my tent there, where I was told, because 
for camping in Renmark there is little choice. I could 
write nothing of this, in a way that helped reunite it with 
the story; words would not come about. I looked for an 
image, something that would open up the surface and 
reveal the pulsing of life beneath, for it must be there. But 
such delicate things as these images are not to be found 
by looking and I was doubtful they would arise in this 
place.  
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As early as I could the next morning I left to follow the 
Sturt Highway on to Waikerie. But as I left the park, this 
is what I saw: Standing near the gate, two guests, a 
woman with her back to me, and her son – I’m guessing, 
maybe twelve – facing outward to the direction I was 
coming round on the bike. He looked up at me, at the 
bike, and smiled involuntarily. Then I waved and his 
mother’s back was turned, so she did not see, and the boy 
waved back. That’s it. So what in this set me to weeping 
as I left Renmark? Good images are rich and full, and 
something that crossed the generational gap – me 
fulfilling a dream, he, perhaps, just beginning to dream, 
just then, ignited by a spark, who knows – was so 
inexplicable, that all there remained in response were 
these tears and sobs that lasted to the highway and well 
beyond.  

* 

The first stage of the ride took me past orchards and 
vineyards, and round lovely wide bends in the road that 
had a homecoming feel about them, and here and there 
were simple but elegant homesteads with rose gardens 
and nut trees. Coming into Barmera, about thirty 
kilometres from Renmark, I remembered, in the way one 
remembers with all one’s senses, this curved slope, going 
down into the outskirts of the small town. And though I 
had never been to Barmera, except to pass swiftly 
through a lifetime ago, I remembered the verge on the left 
and the land sloping away into blonde grasses on the 
right. I remembered looking down to the dwellings below 
and pausing before moving on. But that previous time, I 
had leant the bike on the verge and walked ahead, walked 
a few paces on to view the scene below. Then, when I 
turned back to the bike, I was appalled to find a black dog 
had lodged himself on the saddle, and was sitting there 
upright! Disgusted by this imposter, I swiped him from 
the saddle, and regained my rightful place. It was a 
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dream, maybe a year and a half ago. But that was the spot, 
no question about it! Dreams and places both double in 
value when they find one another. They are like lost twins 
who reunite and already know everything about each 
other, confirm each the reality of their being in the other, 
merge into each other, short of losing themselves. So 
down I swooped into Barmera’s outer edge, though 
because the highway bypasses the town by two 
kilometres, I was past it before I realised. On the other 
side, however, was a stone bakery with a lofty roof and a 
fireplace – which seemed like a miracle to me – where I 
gratefully stopped for coffee and buns, and where, for 
reasons I cannot explain, the tears unexpectedly returned. 

* 

But... I’m feeling emotional as I approach the final days. 
The landscape is changing – it moves between slopes of 
tortured winter grape vines, loaded citrus trees, and still 
the persistence of mallee. As I travel toward Waikerie, 
the Murray seems to encircle and branch, widening and 
parting and lacing round the land, as if to make islands of 
the terrain. And on leaving the highway on the approach 
to Waikerie, there are long blue distances as you look 
down across the lower plains, and a sense that everything 
is being connected by the widening of the river. In short, 
it feels like a culmination, a reckoning, but also an 
ending.  

 

 

 

 

 



127 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



128 

 

 

 

 

 

riversides and firesides  

 

Long days and long distances on the bike come harder 
now. The morning temperatures fall below zero and the 
cocoon of the sleeping bag is not ready to hatch its moth 
until the morning sun gives a little. So instead of going 
all the way to Nuriootpa from Waikerie, as I had 
originally planned, my aim would be to make a short day 
of it and stay the afternoon and night at Blanchetown, 
then sixty kilometres to Nuriootpa the next day.  

I had been told there is nothing at Blanchetown, and this 
appealed to me, so I turned off the highway fifty 
kilometres from Waikerie, to partake me some of this 
nothing. The entry to the town is heralded by an 
impressive bridge strung high and long over a wide reach 
of the Murray just west of the weir and lock 1. There are 
thirteen locks and fourteen weirs along the Murray River 
and the one at Blanchetown, constructed in 1922, is the 
first. The weirs store and regulate the flow of the river 
downstream, while the locks facilitate navigation. I knew 
none of this as I rode across the bridge on the designated 
cycling lane, separated from the traffic by a substantial 
barricade. As an announcement, the bridge has a prestige 
and authority that gives little indication of the diminutive 
and sleepy character of little Blanchetown. 
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Blanchetown reveals itself, dry and brittle as you follow 
the signs and turn left off the highway. There is a café 
and general store with a wide dusty parking circle, less 
than half a kilometre beyond this turn, but no sign of a 
town. I continued along the road in search of such signs 
only to find that the flat road comes to an abrupt end 
several hundred metres on, from where a precipitous drop 
would take you to the river. Blanchetown is divided 
between the upper, level with the highway, where the 
village lays out over three or four main streets, and the 
lower, which is the river, the caravan park and the lock. 
And the two levels are separated by the steepest of roads 
so that they seem to belong to different worlds altogether.  

So I returned to the café and store where the proprietors, 
sitting outside in the cold winter air, sharing a joke, 
greeted me with good cheer. They were from Leicester, 
England, these two sisters, probably in their early sixties, 
lean and sun-kissed. Inside, I bought dried fruit and a 
burger, which, being so generously filled, fell apart in my 
eager hands. I asked the one who did the cooking, what 
brought people here to Blanchetown, and she said they 
come for the river, for holidays. Ah yes, the river! I had 
already forgotten there was a brave water course here. 
But you have to take that steep road down, down, to get 
to the river, where the caravan park is, to see the sense in 
a holiday here. This sister form Leicester suggested that, 
if I wanted to, I could ride back over the bridge and stay 
at the other camping ground, which she could heartily 
recommend. But I don’t do back-tracking if I can avoid 
it, so down I went by the plummeting drop along the wide 
road at the end of town, disappearing from view as if over 
a cliff edge, putting off the thought of how I would get 
back up that hill the next day. I did it, I’ll mention now, 
by weaving left and right in the lowest gearing and at 
walking pace; the steepest thing that I have ever 
demanded of the loaded Vivente, but short enough. Down 
there, by the river, things were very different.  
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The outpouring from the lock, just one hundred metres 
from the camp ground where I stayed, had the constant 
thundering sound of an ocean. The caravan park was 
quiet and green and pleasantly run down but not for want 
of care. It had just recently been purchased by the same 
big company that brandished its name in Renmark, but 
happily had not yet undergone the same homogenising 
treatment. So for a fraction more than a camp site, I was 
given a room with a bathroom across the landing and so 
much heating that my drying clothes almost crisped. And 
down by the Murray’s shore, at the rim of the park, 
broken furniture and a half submerged pontoon relaxed 
my spirits. The nothing of this quiet town was fulfilling 
its promise. I slumped into one of the abandoned arm 
chairs pressing snugly into the soft ground, the river clay 
almost at my feet and with the sun all over my face. After 
struggling with the cold for most of the morning, I gave 
myself over to sleep. Never have I slumped so fully into 
a chair by a river as I did that afternoon. On the other side, 
a pair of river gums entangled thick and knotty at the 
roots like interlacing fingers and leaned away from each 
other at the boughs: dependence at the roots, 
independence at the limbs. I vaguely troubled myself 
with what this might mean. Pelicans landed and lifted.  

Later I walked down to the lock, just as a bus load of 
school children from Adelaide was arriving. I joined 
them, learnt about the momentous flood of ‘56, the 
microchipped fish, the carp traps, the lock gates. I asked 
the guide about the sudden twists and turns and dividing 
of the Murray in its passage around Waikerie, and he told 
me about the Cadell fault line that straddles the great 
river, causing rifts and fissures that inscribe the pattern of 
its flow. The fault line runs north-south, while the river 
wants to run east-west, and the disagreement causes the 
most remarkable patterns of water and land. Looking 
south down the section of the river where we were 
positioned, your eyes encounter a bend whose bank is a 
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limestone cliff. It shines a brilliant white and even at that 
distance you can see the strata, each an index of 
thousands of years. Encrusted in there, the guide tells me, 
are countless fossils. This place – no wonder it strikes an 
affective nerve – is founded on ancient memories, whose 
medium shimmers in the low afternoon sun. 

 

 

 

The next day, I made my way to the northern reaches of 
the Adelaide Hills, and slowly rode over the tail end of 
the momentous Mount Lofty Range. The hills make their 
appearance from the stark plain long before you arrive at 
their base, and span the entire horizon, so that they seem 
almost to encircle. You see clearly from a distance, the 
single cut that is the wide roadway; it makes no winding 
entry to the hills, but in stately continuation with the long 
straight road, heads decidedly up. It was steep enough, as 
I was advised in Blanchetown – you still have one very 
big climb, they told me – but my legs were keen for it, 
eager for the climb. Once you have passed this initial and 
not insignificant ascent you are engulfed by the hills, and 
the plains vanish from view to be replaced by a very 
different land indeed. There is no direct descent as most 
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climbs had offered on those early days of the ride, where 
the crest is answered by the view of another plain and a 
lovely swift drop. These hills are like waves that fold 
around you, layer after layer, not just acting as a 
transition to the greener lands and vine country beyond, 
but engulfing you so that the plain gets kneaded out of 
your system, and you are left with an uneasy sense that 
they are working to expunge the preceding weeks from 
your memory.  

As for the ride, it felt good to be climbing, not at all 
grinding, just slow and persistent. Just past the summit of 
the escarpment I turned left off the road into a rest stop, 
where a truck had also pulled in. I came to a stop in the 
shadow of this huge object and felt ecstatic. The Adelaide 
Hills are a gateway, an entry that marks an arrival and I 
was in the midst of them. Dismounting the bike, I called 
out to the truck driver. What a great ride! He was cheerful 
and surprised. I boldly held out my hand and introduced 
myself, confirming, once again as I spoke my name, that 
I was who I thought I was; it was me and no other who 
had made this journey! He was an Indian, a good-looking 
man, healthy, open-faced, with silver rings on multiple 
fingers and a diamond encrusted in a front tooth. His 
fourteen-hour shift was at an end and he awaited his 
replacement. Yes, yes, he would take my photograph.  

Adelaide now?  

No, tomorrow. Nuriootpa tonight. 

But so close?  

I could make it last, hold it at bay, by taking my time. I 
would be there soon enough. No hurry now. If I could, if 
it were not for the confluence of others’ plans and 
schedules within which I was bound, I would sustain the 
approach, take a great loop to get there, spiral in rather 
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than go the straight road. I thought of the departure and 
how it now nestled into the imminence of arrival. What a 
day that was! What a very long time ago, measured as it 
is in slow miles, on a bicycle.  

* 

Nuriootpa is my final stop and my tent is pitched near the 
edge of a sports field, where local youths revel in a winter 
evening training session, all shouts and sprints and high 
spirits. I make a good fire in the fire pit at the camping 
ground. In the fading light of the early evening, a group 
pulls in and sets up their caravan and Brian, a retired 
truck driver, travelling with his wife and son and 
daughter-in-law to settle in Western Australia to be near 
their kin, saunters over to warm his good self by the 
flames. He can’t believe the trip I’ve made and that is 
always a nice recognition. He almost gets a bit teary as 
he has a few more beers, and starts talking about destiny 
and travel and dreams and adventure. Brian.  

* 

The final day of riding takes me through a great diversity 
of country, as if it were a summary of things. The hills 
continue, but the road widens and traffic increases. The 
green of the landscape and familiar houses of Adelaide 
stone are interspersed with industry. I pass vineyards and 
wineries too large to be charming, and just when the 
traffic reaches a peak, with an endless cavalcade of trucks 
and road trains, the highway diverges from the start of the 
motorway, and I am on a quiet road once more, though 
not for long. 
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Though I have felt the satisfaction of arrival each day, the 
final arrival is something I cannot rehearse and when it 
comes, it will make of this last ride an exhalation, for it 
is an ending, but also an inhalation as I prepare to meet 
the welcome of those for whom I have made this journey 
across two thousand kilometres. Arrival has a double 
place in the adventure. On the one hand, it has been there 
all along as the purpose, the reason for each day’s efforts, 
encounters and gifts – although it is true that these 
marvellous contingencies are their own stories that shape 
the adventure in a unique and unpredictable way and even 
augment the reason established at the outset. On the other 
hand, the actual arrival that would bring me along busy 
city roads for the first time, that would turn me left and 
right onto quieter streets, whose familiarity would arise 
in the glimpse of a gated easement, of brush box fences, 
treed reserves and gullies, loaded citrus trees and low- 
roofed houses, that arrival has only one moment, and then 
all the planning and projection and daily events and 
efforts will fall aside, to be replaced by the adventure, as 
a particular, original and completed shape.  
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7 Keith Street, Para Hills. The gate, as it is now, to the house of 
my grandparents, Nessie and Charles Jewell, where we stayed 
during Adelaide summers.  
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III 

a door 
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A door is for the leaving, and later, for the arriving. The 
first puts the back to the hearth, the other to the world. 
The door makes two worlds of a someone: front and back, 
outward and inward, dissolving past, possible future. 
Even if you arrive at a door, far away from the one you 
have left, it is as if it were just on the other side, with no 
distance between, but with a dream of a vast land, all out 
of time, appearing to hold them apart. Leaving and 
arriving seem to cling to each other by a shared spine, 
like the front and back of a book. Between them is a story, 
whose contents are given in a language not yet 
understood. It is the language of one’s own adventure. 
 
Through a narrow gap of the door ajar, I glimpse the road 
outside. With both feet still on the floorboards, I am safe 
to dream and make a plan. But I am now divided, because 
I have already leant an ear to the calling of the road. There 
in that narrow space with the door open just enough to 
clasp me to the frame, concealing all the internal stillness 
of the house, I reel the world into my mind and cause a 
wave of disquiet in the sanctuary. Despite the apparent 
impartiality of this space – it is neither in nor out – I 
eventually will lean more one way than the other, proving 
that the apparently stable body is weighted, for the 
affections and the will pull and tug and eventually spill, 
unanchored and unhinged. I will need to fall one way or 
the other, for I cannot block up the doorway forever! It is 
in the listing body that possibility breathes and murmurs 
its enchantment.  
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Possibility is the world finding sympathetic nooks and 
lines in my being, so that I feel possibility internally, even 
as it appears to be offered from the outside. I feel it most 
acutely at the doorway. Before a departure, and before an 
arrival, this opening abruptly translates the outer 
wilderness into the inner realm, or the other way: in, to 
out. For example, the inside of any house worth the 
dwelling is inflected by a sympathy for what surrounds 
it, what has brought the dweller to this site. And yet, the 
open and the home worlds speak in separate voices, 
unrelated languages; listen with different ears, and 
belong to different stories. In that brief space of the 
threshold, between the two worlds that scrutinise and 
interpret my being in such different ways, hold my 
affections in their own ways and make of me a divided 
thing, I also sense something passing between, as if I 
were a conduit for these two realms, an intermediary. 
Home and beyond are making a pact. I will have my 
expedition, if the world can promise, in all its 
uncertainties, the certainty of a home. And I will have my 
return, if home can accommodate the length and breadth 
of the story.  
 
I recall many favourite stories beginning this way, with 
the hero passing out of the hut and onto the road, and so 
abruptly, the house is far, far away, disappears 
completely or is somehow entirely disconnected from the 
road that led away. No map could show how the house of 
origin is connected to the road and all that lies along it 
and beyond. They occupy separate maps. There is no 
neighbourhood, no locality through which the adventurer 
transitions. There is only house and world, or rather, 
house or world. A forest engulfs the traveller, and heralds 
the end of familiar things and the introduction of 
shadowy places, hiding places for creatures and magical 
encounters. In the end, a return to home is more like an 
awakening from a dream. Meanwhile, through the dark 
intelligence of the forest, the adventurer becomes 
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different too: stronger, wiser, prone to fortune, more 
astute, and skilled at gratitude. This is how the story goes, 
and though the hero is more often a “he” than a “she” this 
single thing remains constant: the doorway will 
accommodate only one passenger at a time.  
 
And so, what does it take, this step away from the 
threshold, on the side of the open world? You would have 
to ask each traveller, because each story has its own 
purpose, its own madness, its particular unknown. But in 
the end, there is the simple reasoning that you go, not just 
for the something out there, but because there is no reason 
left not-to-go. Curiosity decided that at the outset, and 
from that moment the weight shifted so that there was no 
turning back; curiosity is the first sign of a listing body. 
An urge that fills a being is no longer a question but 
already an imperative. To not-go would have amounted 
to saying Impossible! And Impossible amounted to a sort 
of dying, of mumbling “no” to everything that was 
commanding Yes! To decide against an adventure when 
one beckons is not a neutral decision, but one on the side 
of going grey and dulling. It is the incorrect response, 
irresponsible, irrational, and all the things they will find 
to charge you with, for striking up and going!  
 
Why do we grow ourselves strong in one way or the 
other, in the legs, for instance, on the bicycle, if not to be 
prepared when called upon? Something from the past 
surges toward the surface, not as a story, or a history or 
even as something past, but as a sort of raw material that 
is ready to be moulded afresh. This material, for me, was 
the root of kinship, gripped to the earth but extending to 
the soul. Memories cultivated in times of innocence are 
of a remarkable fabric that makes them available to all 
the senses at the least provocation. When summers spent 
in the hot, dry south implant the senses with riches 
beyond name, you would not hesitate to ride two 
thousand kilometres, just to smell the apricots and the ash 
from the incinerator on warm concrete, to run through the 
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easements to places unknown, to swim in the laughter of 
heroic cousins, and be seated once more in the company 
of aunts whose capacity for goodness transcends any 
doubt. You would ride to Adelaide for this doubtless 
matter of memory, to peer over the broken brushwood 
fence to an empty house that grandparents, long gone, 
still seem to inhabit, and to stand in the enchantment of a 
room where once you were small. 
  
Eventually, the cohesive structure of this history fell 
away, like a carapace, revealing instead a substance of 
possibility, for a new story, running parallel to the old 
one, an adventure! Rather than something finished, this 
memory of a past suggested something not yet begun, 
even as it floated there as an image. In the recognition of 
something yet-to-be abides the significance of that word, 
adventure. It comes from a Latin word, adventura, 
meaning that which is about to happen. So to be in the 
midst of adventure, is also to be on its edge, to always be 
falling toward the thing that draws you forward, always 
moving on. The French word for future, avenir, that 
which is to come, retains a hint of venturesomeness 
within a familiar tense. While propelled from behind, 
from the past, from the will to retrace an old route, by its 
very nature adventure draws me into an anticipation of 
that which is not yet known, or not yet attained. Pushed 
from behind and pulled from in front. Such was my 
repeated phrase as, on the sixth day of my ride, I climbed 
the last real mountain, held firm my jaw and to the slow 
rhythm of the turn of the crank, intoned: they’re pushing 
from behind, they’re pulling from in front, pushing from 
behind, pulling from in front. And the line that stretched 
between the departure and the arrival grew tight and 
showed its strength, as I made my way to the top of 
Mount Kaputa. The adventure is always just a bit ahead 
of one’s awareness, and so perhaps its telling must 
recognise the atmosphere of ambivalence in which one 
moves. I am never quite sure where this telling is going. 
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Long before I left, the days to come were fidgeting inside 
my bones. My legs had grown strong and capable, to 
match the hills and mountains and distances. My legs 
were another way of saying the terrain – I could feel it as 
I traced my finger over maps – and my heart, another way 
of saying Adelaide! And all the cotton and wheat country, 
the gold era towns, and Riverland, the forests and plains 
and mallee that were wound up in my knowledge of 
Adelaide-bound. It was as though the past had finally 
matured into the present and was ready to use its ripening 
to imagine that part of the world, those times, in a new 
way. When a journey is imminent, the door takes on the 
qualities of a sign. No longer merely a hinged plank, it is 
now an emphatic but calm principle of change.  
 

* 
 
This image of the door, the threshold – of the hero 
standing there at the moment just before leaving – is an 
image to which I have clung for a long time. I have lived 
in this image of the brink, of the beginning, the very 
moment prior to departures and beginnings of all kinds, 
and turned it over and examined it and said it this way 
and that until it was worn quite thin. Sometimes, when I 
have had trouble falling asleep, I have brought this image 
to mind, perhaps because the frontier of consciousness 
and sleep is like a doorway. But there is also this: the 
moment prior to a departure holds the infinite realm of 
possibility, untainted by a single real event, and what 
appear to be its confronting limitations and demands, its 
requirement for decisiveness, its insistence that any one 
person has only one existence. To extract just one thing 
from this marvel of choices is to face one’s natural scale 
and constitution, and awkwardness. At the doorway, thin 
though it is, possibility abounds, is concentrated and 
charged. That is where I had imagined myself most able, 
to be multiple, heroic, immune to contradictions, free 
from age or gender. But it is deceptive, because the voice 
of the threshold is conditional: the adventures I could 
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have, the words I would write, the house I could build, 
the person I might be. You cannot expect to live on in this 
charmed yet infinitely cramped space forever, without 
sinking into oblivion and eventually finding fault and 
tedium with every notion that takes root there. There is 
nothing so miraculous as the moment a plan, an intention, 
an urge, takes its first step onto real ground: the first 
brush with the real cold, and no mere idea about winter; 
the first turn of the crank, the first exertion up the rise – 
a particular rise, examined scrupulously on the map, but 
whose data, given in distance, direction and elevation 
now will be overtaken by qualities unimaginable. The 
promise of departure is far away now. I am in the world, 
and the infinite that I thought stirred only in the realm of 
possibility, is revealed in every moment lived in the open. 
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