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Introduction
I’d waited over thirty years for this trip. Mum had died on 9th October 1985 at the tender age of seventy. Dad had passed away twenty-eight years earlier, aged forty-three. Up to that point, I only had a sketchy impression of my parents’ experiences living in Australia before I appeared on the scene in 1952. Big Sister Sue was four-years-old when the Veale family left Adelaide in August 1950, so between us that particular period of family history was destined to pass from living memory.
Until Elsie gave me the letters.
Our aunt had been the recipient of over thirty letters written from Australia over a twelve-month period. These documented a fascinating story of two British Immigrants to South Australia, with their three-year-old daughter in tow, and their attempt to chase a dream. It took them by sea to Adelaide, then out to Keith, in the middle of what was once known as the Ninety Mile Desert. That was where their dreams fell apart, and they moved on to another remote spot on the Fleurieu Peninsula, before a further calamity brought them to Glenelg – and finally back to England.
In 2018 I transformed Mum’s letters into a personal memoir I called A Kangaroo In My Sideboard, but it would be another two years before I finally had the opportunity to follow her footsteps, and to visit the places the Veale family had once tried to make their home.
This is that story, beginning in early March 2020 – just as a world pandemic was about to strike…
Outward Bound
The Three Bears, The Three Eighty – and the Aussie Cycling Team!
Tuesday 3rd March 2020. I had a lot on my mind as I dragged the first case out to the car. Just after half past eight in the morning, a light drizzle and around 5 degrees Celsius. We had about an hour’s drive ahead of us, so if we left by nine, we should be at the airport in plenty of time before our flight. I didn’t want to leave anything to chance…
We’d even got new luggage – a matching set in burgundy that reminded me of Goldilocks and the Three Bears: Baby Bear, Mummy Bear and Daddy Bear. Elaine had done a fair job of loading most of her wardrobe into Daddy Bear, and as I lifted this 23.8 kilo heavyweight into the boot of the car, I realised there was no room left in it, even for Baby Bear! So, Mummy and Baby had to share the back seat – locked, stocked and labelled. We would be living out of these three for the next few weeks, so they were going to be treated with as much care as I and the airport baggage handlers could muster.
Driving to Manchester Airport was a familiar routine, joining the M6 motorway at Preston, then driving south to meet the M56 for the last part. Today the rain was persistent, and the traffic busy. My wife Elaine wisely kept her head in a book while I battled with the wipers and the speed merchants to get us safely through the first leg of our long, long journey. But I did let one part of my brain ponder on how we’d come to this day.
Elsie gave me that bundle of letters some months after Mum died, in 1986. “You might like to keep these. I don’t know why I kept them, but it makes better sense that you have them now.” I had to agree with her. My mother’s words would forever influence my feelings towards that land Down Under. I knew I would have to go there one day – but in the meantime I would go through two divorces and do my share of raising two children. Now my time had come.
Tomorrow I would finally set foot in Australia.
This was to be our first experience of the “Meet and Greet” parking facility. Normally, our holidays were just a week long, and we would leave the car in an off-site park before taking a shuttle bus to the terminal. But this was a special trip, and the car was to be left for over three weeks. All went smoothly, and within minutes of parking up we were wheeling the Three Bears into Terminal 1. Our flight would be Emirates E018, scheduled to leave at 13.10, and we were dropping off our bags at almost precisely the regulation three hours before departure. The girl on the desk was friendly and efficient, but not open to Elaine’s enquiry about potential for an upgrade if the flight wasn’t full… Oh well – we tried. Economy Class was sure to be a wonderful experience?
Walking through Security with minimal hand luggage was a novelty, and we only had Baby Bear and Elaine’s small holdall for company. Our smallest case was a form of insurance: containing a few “valuables” and a change of clothing, just in case Mummy and Daddy Bear went Walkabout by the time we reached Adelaide. Could we be that unlucky?
We certainly felt relaxed and well-prepared once we’d passed the duty-free gauntlet. Time for a pre-flight drink, so while I was happy with one last pot of English tea, Elaine pushed the boat plane out with a couple of gin and tonics. At the appointed time we made our way to Gate 12, and had our first sight of the A380 aircraft that would take us to our stopover destination, Dubai.
I’d never flown in a wide-bodied jet before, and was amazed that this one even had an upstairs. We’d done our research (courtesy of Google) and selected seats at the pointy end, fairly close to the stairs up to Business Class, but away from the toilets and galley. The flight would be over seven hours, so we wanted to be as comfortable as our default Economy seats would allow.
We did find the experience quite pleasant, with just enough leg-room, and a complimentary pillow, blanket and headphones awaiting us. We had a seven-inch TV screen set into the seat in front, and a vast array of movies to choose from if we wished, while we charged our sundry devices from the adjacent USB port. (Okay, that’s the end of the commercial for Emirates.)
Take-off was more or less on time, smooth and very quiet for such a huge airplane. I found it fascinating to follow our progress on the screen in front of me, where I could see outside through three different cameras positioned on the outside of the aircraft. There was also an option to monitor the journey with real-time graphics depicting our route across the globe, including altitude, airspeed and the time left to reach our destination.
The other thing of note had to be the meals. Anyone who flies long distance will tell you it’s all about the food. The reason for this is not necessarily that what’s on offer is of a particularly high (or poor) standard. It is simply that there seems to be so much of it! When you’re sitting in one place for hours on end, trying to keep yourself occupied by watching back-to-back movies, or reading a book, the interruption of offers of complimentary snacks and/or drinks between meals is very welcome. So too are the meals themselves. The Emirates App I’d downloaded weeks before had provided details of the anticipated menus for lunch that we would receive, and soon after take-off the cabin staff handed out cards to confirm the choices available. In our case it was between Chicken Korma and Braised Beef, followed by Strawberry and Redcurrant Crumble. Proper metal cutlery came as standard, as well as a bread roll, coleslaw appetiser and a hot drink afterwards. All very welcome and well-presented – and quite tasty too.
Our flight to Dubai lasted around seven and a half hours, and we landed slightly ahead of schedule at around thirty minutes past midnight local time. Four hours ahead of the UK, we felt wide awake, and were happy to stretch our legs negotiating one of the biggest airport terminals in the world. The décor was impressive – marble, steel and glass, with a “cool” 23 degrees temperature and plenty of neon displays to inform the masses of our onward destination, or to encourage us to spend our dollars at any of the glittering displays of jewellery or high-class food outlets. Elaine was drawn to the former. (See above comments regarding food.)
With neither food nor bargain-basement jewellery to tempt us, the only pennies we spent were in the washrooms before passing through Security (again) to find our next gate for the longest part of our journey. The A380 had lived up to expectations, but the next leg was expected to be half as long again, through the night, and in an aircraft that could not boast an upper deck. How would a Boeing 777-200LR compare?
At the gate we got the first taste of new measures intended to cope with the spread of coronavirus. Until now, we had only seen one person at Manchester wearing a facemask. Here there were three officials with them on, and they were pointing temperature “guns” at our foreheads. A slightly intimidating experience, our discomfort aggravated further by being bodily padded down to check for weapons etc – but all in the interest of maintaining safety standards. It was about thirty minutes before our boarding time, and we found some seats away from the crowd, but soon there were plenty more joining us.
At this point I have to highlight a subtle difference between the two of us: while my strengths lie in the written word, Elaine can talk for England! And she’s very good at it. In fact, Elaine’s friendly nature towards people we met made the whole trip that much more enjoyable, opening up moments to treasure through conversation. Up until now our fellow passengers had largely appeared to be Brits flying on to other far-flung parts (as well as Australia), including one woman who told Elaine she was on her seventeenth trip to visit family in Adelaide. From this point on we would be getting to know some genuine Aussies.
Two men and two women sat on the seats in front of us, each of them clutching backpacks, and wearing identical black sports outfits. One of the backpacks had the name “Hayes” embroidered on it, and Elaine asked if they were on a cycling tour with Hayes Travel? “No,” was the reply. “We’re part of the Australian Cycling Team, and we’re just on our way back from the World Championships in Berlin!”
Indeed, the four were soon six, each with a different name on their backpack, and then around another twenty made their way past the temperature guns and body-searches. We found that their performance at the Championships had not been particularly successful – but then Team GB had done even worse… These were true Aussies: friendly, cheerful and optimistic. The Olympics in Tokyo were beckoning in the summer, so there was plenty more for them to look forward to.
Suitably impressed by our first encounter with the natives, it wasn’t long before we were called (in stages) to board our next aircraft, Flight EK 0440, leaving at 02.00 local time.
This time we were in the middle of the aircraft, getting a glimpse of the glitterati in Business Class as we walked through their compartment at the front to reach our seats. Not envious at all (!), we found a familiar collection of pillows, blankets etc awaiting our attention. In all respects the facilities of this aircraft were a good match for the A380, even down to the “starry” ceiling effect once the lights were dimmed for take-off. The difference this time was in our companions: A friendly Australian couple sat in the row in front of us, and immediately struck up a conversation, asking about ourselves and our plans. We told them the reasons for our visit, and they showed an interest, adding some recommendations for places to visit while we were in South Australia. They were from a town not far from Port Lincoln on the Eyre Peninsula, and they asked if we liked red wine. “Of course we do!” Their suggestion was to head to the Barossa Valley, and to look for a winery called Penfolds – a favourite spot of theirs. While we were chatting, two more cyclists sat in the row behind us – and then a third came to occupy the window seat next to me. All of them had big beaming smiles, and we were already beginning to recognise these as an Aussie trademark.
We faced a flight of between 12 and 13 hours, crossing the Indian Ocean with India and Sri Lanka to our left, and then nothing but sea below us for most of that time. Adjusting to the time difference was not easy. Having left Dubai in the middle of the night, I had expected we would soon be trying to settle down for whatever sleep we could manage. But our cabin crew had other ideas, and started to serve us breakfast within the first hour. It seemed slightly surreal to be eating a cheese omelette, croissant and coffee at 3 am local time, but I wasn’t going to refuse it!
Sleep did come eventually, aided by ear plugs, an Emirates eye-mask, and our investment in a pair of special neck support/cushions that worked like a scarf wound tightly round the neck. I dozed on and off for a few hours, glancing at my screen one time to see a graphic of our plane flying over the ocean, but with the addition of a perfectly straight line crossing our path just ahead. It took a moment for me to realise this represented the equator, and instantly I remembered the passage in my Mum’s memoir when SS Esperance Bay had done the same. The Crossing the Line ceremony had been a colourful occasion for all ships in those days, and I had imagined my Big/Little sister complaining that she couldn’t see a physical line crossing the surface of the sea. Well, I could see it now!
The lengthy ocean stretch passed slowly but quietly, with the lights dimmed and most people either asleep or watching movies. I did watch a couple, but the experience seemed uncomfortable, the sound occasionally lower than I would like, and it was just something to pass the time. More memorable was the camera display underneath the aircraft, once we crossed the West Australian coastline exactly three hours before our scheduled landing in Adelaide. We flew above a terrain unlike anything I had seen before. The earth beneath was a rich combination of reds and browns, occasionally marked by yellow-ish streaks I assume were evidence of dried up river beds. Straight lines, indicating roads or railways, were a rarity – and townships of any size were completely absent. We might have been flying over the surface of Mars.
More food (of course), and sometimes animated conversation with our Aussie cyclist next to me. His name was Luke Plapp, aged 20, and a professional track and road cyclist from Melbourne. His parents lived there, but he had a base in Adelaide where he trained with his team-mates. He travelled a lot with them, and was looking forward to taking part in the Olympics in a few months’ time. After listening to our own plans, he particularly recommended two beaches we should visit near Glenelg, at Brighton and Henley.
We landed with a bump or two, around twenty minutes early at 8.35 pm local time. We said fond farewells to our new friends, but the cyclists were still to make an impact on our progress. Border Control were masked up for virus prevention, and asked us if we had been to either China or Iran in the last 14 days? Realising it was a trick question, we both answered no. After safely collecting the Three Bears, we found ourselves in a lengthy queue behind two dozen Aussie cyclists as they meandered past more face-masked airport staff collecting immigration forms (we all had to complete them), with their special bikes boxed and crated in stacks on the luggage trolleys. One guy misjudged a corner (not medal-potential then) and yours truly helped him re-stack his load before we were able to escape into the warm Australian air and search for a taxi.
It was now around 9.15 pm, and our ultimate destination was the Glenelg Motel, about a ten-minute journey, so our taxi-ride was brief but door-to-door in a hybrid electric vehicle. The roads were quiet, and the fare twenty dollars (about £10). Undaunted by the gate preventing access to the motel, we and the Three Bears piled out in front of it. Anticipating our arrival “after hours”, the proprietor Kylie had left instructions for us to find our key in a code-protected safe on the outside wall. Everything went to plan, the gate slid open, and humans and bears were soon wheeled inside chalet number 7. It was a large room containing two beds (one a single), an en-suite bathroom, wardrobe, settee and a desk. We also found a fridge and essential instructions to operate the air-conditioning.
We’d been a long time away from our bed back in England. But with an opportunity to get our heads down on some proper pillows for a few hours, it would soon be time for the real adventure to begin.
Glenelg
Friendly Aussies, Pavements of Memories – and the Battle of the Toilet Rolls!
Thursday 5th March 2020. Jet lag is a puzzling phenomenon. One of us (me) managed to sleep until 5 am, waking up to find I was alone in the bed. Elaine was sat on the settee opposite, reading an eBook on her tablet.
“What happened?”
“Couldn’t sleep.”
Part of it may have been excitement. Part may have been a strange bed. But part of it could have been down to the 23 hours of sitting upright, drinking copious amounts of fluids (some alcoholic), eating six tray-loads of airline-processed food, and digesting the contents of half a dozen unmemorable movies.
Breakfast came after we’d spent the next two hours unpacking and having a shower. Outside the weather was sunny and warm, and the dining room a minutes’ walk away. Inside we met more beaming faces – from our hostess Samantha, and some guests, including a couple from the UK. No wonder they were smiling – the home-cooked food was plentiful and tasty (6 rashers of the tastiest bacon… mmmmm…) and the TV news was covering an incident in a Melbourne supermarket where customers had been battling over a scarcity of toilet rolls… Talk about Trouble Down Under.
After breakfast we completed the checking-in procedure with manager Kylie, who gave us a few pointers on where to find things. We were soon ready to explore, and like most people staying at the motel, we started by making our way to the beach.
This is Adelaide’s equivalent to Sydney’s Bondi Beach (without the surf). The airport is just up the road, and it is a popular tourist spot in its own right. But Mum and Dad (and four-year-old Susan) found refuge in Glenelg for just over two months in 1950 after my Dad had a major bust-up with his “business partner”, Hurtle. My mother had a miscarriage here, receiving medical attention in a private hospital, and my father found temporary work in the town to raise necessary funds to pay for their passage home. Thanks to the letters kept by my Auntie Elsie, and the photographs taken by my Dad, I knew exactly what to look for in modern-day Glenelg.
As we left the motel, we were immediately struck by the sleepy ambience of the neighbourhood. All around us were single storey dwellings within their own grounds, grass-verged pavements and plenty of trees. The pleasant warmth and sunshine added to the enjoyment as we turned onto St Annes Terrace and arrived at a wide (but empty) road by a quiet marina with a promenade and gentle lawns. We followed the path leading towards the beach, nodding and smiling at anyone we met on the way, taking in the old-fashioned tram placed under a shelter in memory of its peers that ran between Glenelg and the City for eighty years from 1929.
Another curiosity we spotted under our feet were groups of paving plaques like this:
The ones above relate to a local policeman who appears to have paid the ultimate price doing his duty, but there were hundreds of others, seemingly personal memorials for private individuals in an area where the public passed every day. I’d love to have left one for my parents.
As we reached the beach, we could see how light it was, almost white, and very fine grained. My Dad took several photos of Mum and Sue there, and to my delight we soon found the exact spot where some of his “snaps” had been taken. Look at these two photographs that have the same building (and tree) in the background:
Meandering slowly along the promenade, we met crowds of schoolchildren and their teachers assembling for a volleyball competition. It may have been the start of Australia’s autumn, but the sun was still strong enough for regulation hats to be worn.
Just around the corner, opposite the jetty, is the heart of Glenelg – Moseley Square. This is the community hub, where the tram terminus is surrounded by bars and restaurants, and where the main shopping street (Jetty Road) begins.
This area’s footprint has changed little over the years, and I’m sure my parents would recognise the town that is Glenelg today. It is an affluent area, well-maintained, and with a busy high street that speaks of a strong economy. We walked up Jetty Road, taking in the atmosphere and noting the politeness of the local drivers, stopping for us as we negotiated side streets. That done, it was time to go to church…
A little way down Jetty Road is the St Andrews Uniting Church. It has a distinctive tower and exterior, which makes it an attractive building in its own right. In 1950 it was a Congregational church, and while this particular one never got a mention in Mum’s letters, I have no doubt that she attended there whenever possible during her enforced stay in Glenelg. She had been a regular churchgoer at home in Manchester, and my father had served as a soldier in Palestine during the War, strengthening his Christian beliefs. It was there he met the Aussie soldier who was to persuade him to start a new life overseas.
Someone was just opening the front doors as we approached the church, and they let us inside, delighted to hear my reasons for wanting to visit. They were just about to open up their “Friendship Café”, where various goods were distributed among the needy within the parish, so we didn’t stop long.
A little further along Jetty Road we came to the junction with Byron Street. This took us into a residential area where almost every building was single storey, many with a distinctive corrugated roofing typical of Australian dwellings. This was where the Veale family lived between early June and late August 1950. Many of the houses will essentially be the same ones my parents walked past on their way to the shops or beach, and the general impression they gave was distinctly colonial, with cool verandas and American-style mailboxes at their gates. All of them were individual, and several had fencings made of reeds, like the thatch we see on some English cottages. Others were in wrought iron or wood, but the general impression was of a “well-to-do” neighbourhood.
My focus was on Number 22. Split into two apartments, Mum and Dad lived in the right hand one, where my Big/Little Sister once managed to lock them all out…
My tour of Veale History was over for the moment, and we returned to Moseley Square, where the old Post Office had been turned into a coffee shop. As it has been there since 1911, I am quite sure my Mum would have called in to send her letters to family at home – so this had to be our choice for refreshment.
Nothing of the original was left inside, alas, but the coffee was good, and the natives friendly. Elaine almost immediately struck up a conversation with an older couple from Tamworth near Sydney, pumping them for information on what we might find there. Then we were ready to shop. One of my first purchases was from a local phone store. My smartphone has a slot for two SIM cards, and with the next three weeks in mind, I needed a second SIM to access data and local contacts on an Australian number. We also wanted water for our fridge back at the motel, some snacks and maybe a few beers – so we asked for directions to a supermarket and found it just off Jetty Road. Here we discovered a major cultural difference between Oz and the UK: supermarkets don’t sell alcohol!!!
Instead we sampled the real thing at a bar overlooking the jetty ($8 a pint – about £4 each) before picking up some of the same stuff (West End - 6 cans for $16.90) at a liquor store on the way back to the motel. By now we could feel some real heat in the sun, and our respective levels of jetlag were calling for a little siesta.
It was also an opportunity to take the technical challenge of installing my new SIM card, and to test it by calling a guy called Linc. Five years ago, I’d come across this friendly Aussie while researching background for my mother’s memoir. More on Linc later, especially as we’d planned on meeting up personally for the first time. Up to this point we had only conversed by email, but after such a long period it was strangely comfortable talking over the phone, with both of us feeling the emotion of having come that little bit closer.
Elaine managed a little bit of sunbathing, sat outside the chalet, and then we started out on another ambitious endeavour: what would Aussie fish ‘n chips taste like? Linc had promised he would cook some fresh for us when we got there, but that was some time off and we were hungry now. So, we took the short-cut through to Jetty Road and found our way back to Moseley Square. I have to report that the bar (for Linc) was set pretty low. The one place we found that looked anywhere near promising would have been better sited in Blackpool (not an appealing place in my view), and the fare on this occasion was disappointing.
But we walked it off up the jetty itself, enjoying a different perspective from that in the morning, when there had been so many crowds. Two oriental-looking boys were at the end, doing some line-fishing with fish heads. They’d (literally) just caught a crab, and were checking against a size-chart to see if it was big enough for supper. A centimetre over, they were luckier than we’d been. We wandered back along that gorgeous beach, stopping to speak to two more friendly locals – a couple of girls who were looking after an area set aside for sun-bathers on loungers. Our first day in Australia was almost over, and we had been overwhelmed by the friendly nature of every Aussie we had met. All looked promising, and before we settled down that night, we enjoyed a chat over the phone with Sue Mac, calling us from Delamere, our hostess for when we would reach that area in another week’s time.
Our welcome to Australia was complete!
Adelaide
Adelaide Migrants, making tracks – and Life on the Streets
Friday 6th March 2020. How do you feel about trams? Personally, I find them a little boring. As a boy, I was enchanted by the aura of the steam engine – a powerful, breathing beast of a thing that constantly needed feeding with coal, and yet could pull coach-loads of us hundreds of miles across the country at will. No wonder I grew up with a vivid imagination! But steam died out in the 1960’s and was eventually replaced by electric trains with as much appeal as a cardboard box, gliding on rails with no more effort than a quiet hum. The tram is a close cousin, and therefore I look at these modern buses-on-tracks with something akin to resentment. Those that now inhabit the streets of Manchester, Blackpool, Edinburgh and many other cities across Europe all seem to have been cloned. As do the ones that now operate between Glenelg and the City of Adelaide.
We boarded one of these look-alikes at Moseley Square after puzzling out the automated ticket machine with a Canadian couple and their daughter. We’d met the former yesterday, doing the same as us by trying to plan ahead. For a reasonable sum of $10.60 each, we could travel all day on the network, to include the northern stretch to Port Adelaide, which was our intention. Trams ran every fifteen minutes, and the journey into the CBD (Central Business District) took about half an hour. We passed through suburban Adelaide, noting the proliferation of bungalows in so many different styles. Here was another difference to the UK: no building estates that we could see. Residential housing had sprung up over the years as a result of purchasing individual plots, and then built upon to a particular specification. Land was cheap (there’s plenty of it in Australia). In my parents’ time it had been a shortage of labour and materials that slowed the boom in housing.
Today I wanted to look at the areas Mollie and Eric Veale had encountered when they first arrived in the country on 4th November 1949. They had spent their first few nights at the Elder Park Migrant Hostel, and we alighted from our tram a few hundred yards from the original site, just off North Terrace. Where the hostel once was, the Festival buildings now stand, Adelaide being very big on festivals.
The City is built in two halves, north and south of the River Torrens, and is surrounded by parklands. Our journey had taken us out of low-lying residences, through a pastoral landscape about half a mile wide, into the city district several storeys high, of concrete, brick and glass. The buildings were a fascinating mix of old and new, with wide streets in a grid formation. It is not huge, but airy and graceful, and we had a very short walk past Parliament House, round the corner where the Festival Centre was being revamped, and into Elder Park itself.
The Rotunda is the centrepiece of the park. Donated by philanthropist and Scottish businessman Sir Thomas Elder, it was built in Glasgow in 1881 and shipped over the following year. Sir Tom was also known for having introduced camels to Australia. (Yes, really!) So, in 1949, my parents and sister were drawn to this same spot. It was, after all, on their doorstep at the time, and my Dad took several photos in the park.
On the left (above) is a view of the river taken by my father, with a similar view as it is today, taken from the Rotunda. In 1949 there were still several English oaks and elms along the paths. These have all but disappeared after modern re-landscaping, but the area still remains attractive to the eye.
I had a prior appointment at 11 am, where the curator of the Migration Museum, Corinne Ball, would show us round their exhibits. I was donating a copy of my book, which she had already partly read with interest as she was a migrant from Essex herself. She and her husband Duncan had come out on a working holiday in the nineteen nineties – and just stayed. Their personal experience was vastly different to that of so many earlier migrants (including my family), as the museum is intended to display.
It was a fascinating exercise to look around and explore how migration to Australia had developed over the years, from the very beginnings in the mid-nineteenth century, through to the present day. My interest was initially a personal one, but with Corinne as a guide, we were drawn into other stories, some of which covered a similar era to the Veale’s. Here is one about a young lad from Manchester, who came out only a year after my parents went back to the UK.
Another exhibit stood out for demonstrating the almost impossible task facing some potential immigrants to Australia prior to 1970. From the start of the twentieth century it was government policy to only attract white Europeans to these shores, deliberately excluding Asian or African ethnic groups. Applicants were given a fifty-word dictation test in any European language (including Scottish Gaelic and Russian). The immigration officer would choose something the applicant wouldn’t know, and once they failed the test (as they all did), they were rejected or deported. The museum holds a popular exhibit they call the “traffic lights”, which illustrates this divisive policy particularly well.
You don’t have to walk far in Adelaide to be entertained. From February into March is Festival time, and every two years they hold a “Fringe” arts theme. It’s more “low-key” than Edinburgh, and we had no previous experience of how such an event might transform this city, but there were plenty of people out enjoying the pleasant weather, and it took less than ten minutes from leaving the museum to reach the pedestrian precinct of Rundle Mall (formerly Rundle Street). Here were families with young children enjoying a huge temporary doll’s house, and along the length were various forms of street entertainment, including this guy, a Canadian professional with a great style of humour, who kept plenty of us amused for around thirty minutes.
The little girl volunteer here had to throw him an apple towards the end of his routine. Her over-arm technique was a spectacular failure, but under-arm she won a huge round of applause. The guy ended the routine by complimenting her: “Honey, here’s ten dollars. If your mum tells you to put it into my hat at the end, you must tell her ‘No, mummy. I earned my ten dollars. Give this nice Canadian a twenty’.”
A couple of cold beers in the warm sunshine later, we were ready for the next part of our day. We retraced our steps up King William Street and back on to North Terrace to the splendid edifice that is Adelaide’s railway station. Externally at least, it looks much the same as it would have done to Mollie and Eric when they caught the train for the next leg of their journey. But inside? Probably not. We had to negotiate electronic barriers with our ‘all-day’ tickets and find the train service out of the CBD to Port Adelaide.
When my parents arrived by boat after a six-week voyage, the port was where they would have disembarked before taking the relatively short journey by rail to the Migrant Hostel. Our train (one of those boring electric affairs) dropped us off after a twenty-minute journey at a small platform, where we had to descend about a hundred steps to reach a major road, then trek another half mile before we spotted what would evidently have been (and still is) a major landmark.
But apart from ourselves and those in this photo, there was a complete absence of people… This was supposed to have been Adelaide’s equivalent to London’s Covent Garden, with crowds of stalls and trendy boutiques – but there was nothing apart from the water, a few boats and some artful graffiti.
Ho-hum. Well, it must be the end of the season, I suppose – and maybe the temporary hoardings were simply an indication of redevelopment in time for next summer. At least we got to see where the SS Esperance Bay might have docked, and the sun was still shining on us. Cold beer o’clock? Yes, indeed.
We had intended to grab something for lunch here, but were too late for any of the standards on offer at the nearest pub. We drowned our sorrows in beer instead, until Elaine had one of her good ideas: On the trek from the station we had passed a KFC, where an advertising sign had caught her eye. Should we share a bucket? Not having endured one of those for years, it felt like a good idea. But I had one more call to make before descending on Colonel Sanders.
While researching A Kangaroo In My Sideboard I had encountered a gap in time between the date of arrival in Port Adelaide, and their subsequent onward journey. What had kept the Veale family at the hostel for four days when Mollie had referred in her letters to Hurtle meeting them off the boat? A guy called Malcolm Thompson working at the National Railway Museum (in Port Adelaide) supplied part of the answer. The train service to Hurtle’s place at Keith only ran on certain days of the week. Today there is no rail connection at all. Malcolm had checked old records from 1949 for me, and it was this information, together with the logical deduction that anything in the hold would have taken longer to be offloaded than the passengers, that provided the solution: they had no choice.
So, I wanted to call at the Museum and leave a copy of AKIMS for Malcolm by way of thanks. Alas, I’d missed him, but we still had a lovely chat with another friendly Aussie before heading off to enjoy some finger-licking morsels.
The day ended by reversing our steps, up those to reach the platform, back by train to the CBD, and then the tram to Glenelg. By this time, we were showing no ill-effects from fast food, so we rewarded ourselves with a slow ice cream from one of the Jetty Road gelaterias.
Glenelg, Brighton & HENLEY BEACH
Four wheels, two beaches, one gum tree – and farewell to Glenelg…
Saturday 7th March 2020. Today marked a major shift in our visit to Australia: we were to get a set of wheels… Normally, our holidays abroad wouldn’t warrant renting a car. I prefer to take a break from driving and let others do the necessary but, as already mentioned, there was no longer a train service to Keith, so if I wanted to follow in my parents’ footsteps, I had to get behind the wheel myself.
The long drive to Keith would be tomorrow. Today we needed to find our way to the other side of the airport to collect the SUV I booked online months ago, and explore the local sights a little more. Unlike our experience so far, not everything was to go to plan…
“Did you know you’ve got TWO vehicles booked with us?” said the girl behind the counter at East Coast Car Rentals. We’d congratulated ourselves on finding our way there so easily, even getting away with a free ride because the driver couldn’t change the twenty dollar note we’d offered for our fare. So, news of a double booking did not go down well. Especially when the lovely Lauren followed up her announcement with “And they’re both pre-paid!”
In short, the online agent I’d used (Opodo) had b*ggered things up. Fortunately, only one payment had been taken, but it took several phone calls and signatures on documents before we were able to drive away in our gleaming white Hyundai Accent. Very soon the cock-up over booking (and insurance) was shelved at the back of my mind as I struggled with the need to remember my indicators were now on my right. And which way was it back to the motel?
Once order had been restored, we were determined to make use of our new toy and travel a little further afield. Our first destination was a neighbouring resort a few miles south, which had been recommended to us by more than one person. Google Maps helped us navigate past Glenelg’s Jetty Road until we hit the picturesque neighbourhood of Brighton, where another street of the same name gently sloped down to the sea.
It was at this point we realised the importance of understanding the local regulations over parking a car. Over the last couple of days, we had noticed street signs with 2P, 3P or similar in bold letters. One of these was prominently displayed near an eminently suitable space right next to the main street cafés and boutiques. What did 2P mean? We asked the nearest shopkeeper, who told us we could “P” freely for up to two hours. What a relief…
The atmosphere was warm and friendly, hustle and bustle of the most relaxed kind, and after a brief browse up and down, we decided we’d spent enough energy to earn ourselves a good ol’ Aussie meat pie each. There was clearly a popular bakery close to the seafront, and we found a friendly guy behind the counter. Recognising our accents, he told us he once visited Britain to look up friends in Bristol. Did he enjoy it? “You bet!” As I handed over the cash, he scooped up an additional piece of sausage roll and brought all three plates over to our table in the sunshine. “Our speciality for you to try, on the house. Enjoy!” And we did.
Afterwards, we returned our empty plates, crumbs licked-up, and thanked him for the extra portion. “I hope the English were as nice to you as you Aussies have been to us,” said Elaine sincerely. “You bet!” was the reply. Then as we were about to leave, he handed us another bag of goodies. “Something for you to have with a coffee later.” We couldn’t believe it. Inside were two ‘hot-cross-bun-flavoured’ doughnuts. Don’t you just love Aussies?
We never went back to Brighton, but this guy gave us a very good reason to want to come back to Australia. What an ambassador for both his business and his country.
We headed a little further south, but the coast road came to an abrupt end and we decided instead to turn north and seek out another recommendation: Henley Beach. Our cyclist companion Luke had particularly sung its praises, so why not?
Through neighbouring Glenelg, past the airport, we found ourselves back by the seafront in a quiet residential neighbourhood. No signs 2P or not 2P, but plenty of space, so this time we walked down onto a broad, and largely empty, swathe of sandy beach in temperatures that would have filled the equivalent anywhere back home. One of the benefits of visiting Australia at this time of year is the place is so vast that it is easy to have a football pitch-sized beach to yourself. Between us and the roadway was a very small patch of dune-like grass and scrub, and the lack of commercial units added to the general appeal, all the way to the distant jetty by the lifesavers’ clubhouse. We took off our shoes and indulged in paddling and picking up seashells.
We were ready to walk on water, so we did (on the jetty). Broad smiles on our faces at being here, we were just two out of many others enjoying the good life. Around us were people line-fishing, others just strolling in the sunshine – and three young lads cooling off by jumping into the sea. Someone had posted signs prohibiting this very act, but hadn’t turned up to police it. “No worries, mate.” Neither had we.
Another hour or so (who’s counting?) was spent taking in the scenery with the aid of a cold beer and a coffee, watching the world go by. Here’s a picture of Elaine and I showing off our new Yoga technique to the locals… (as if)
But we couldn’t let time pass by altogether. It was our last day in Glenelg, with at least one particular sight still left to visit. Returning to our motel, we made a brief detour into the nearest thing we’d seen to a housing estate. We’d come to look at a tree.
This tree pre-dates South Australia. It has a canopy over it now to protect it from the strength of the sun, but in 1950 Mum and Dad saw it in a less artificial condition. The plaque Elaine is looking at in the above photo was formerly attached to the Old Gum Tree itself, and marks the founding of the State of South Australia in 1836. (More on this later)
As the day drew to a close, we determined to make our last evening in this lovely part of the world as special as possible. After making a start on re-packing our cases, showering and changing, we walked back to Moseley Square via the beach. The sun was dipping lower and lower towards the distant horizon, and the light was pure gold. Crowds of people still thronged the sand and the promenade, so we joined them near the jetty and marvelled at the setting sun over the water. Could life get much better than this?
Elaine had her heart firmly set on some Vietnamese food in a restaurant she spotted previously, and it turned out to be a good choice. A busy atmosphere and tasty cuisine at good value, with more friendly Aussies at the table next to us. They were in town for the Adelaide Cup weekend (think Royal Ascot), and she was a milliner, so you can imagine where her focus lay. I’m guessing the guy had his attention on the fillies. The only thing lacking was the alcohol – so with that in mind we finished our meal and went looking for somewhere that a) didn’t have loud music playing, b) too many youngsters, or c) too few staff to provide a service. That was three venues round the Square that failed the test, so instead we walked back to the marina – and floated our boat!
The Oyster Bar met all three criteria, with a table for two and a friendly buzz. We’d settled for a glass of wine each, but Elaine soon had her eyes drawn to where two girls and an older man were sipping something resembling Guinness in a shallow cocktail glass. “Excuse me,” she said. “What is that you’re drinking?” “Here, have a sip!” said one of the girls (Aussie, of course). We learned this was an Espresso Martini, and it tasted as good as it looked. Now I should say at this point that I am aware this is NOT an Australian speciality. But our introduction to this drink DID come with an invitation to sample yet more Aussie hospitality. Somehow the drink flowed a little more freely, the chat did something similar, and I still marvel at how many of these little glasses passed our way when they cost $18 a pop… All I can say (or remember through a pleasant haze) is that Kristen, Annie and Don absolutely made our night, and once we took our leave for that short stagger back to the motel, it was the wrong side of midnight!
The Road to Keith
New heights, a German village, a house on water – and ghosts at the end of the road…
Sunday 8th March 2020. Our Wedding Anniversary! And it’s Number… er… (hang on a sec…) Number 6. Who’d have thought we’d spend our special day driving 240 kilometres (150 miles) along a road halfway round the world – and still be talking to each other by the end of it?
But the day started with a hearty breakfast and a fond farewell to the Glenelg Motel, then driving off into the unknown with The Three Bears dozing quietly in the back. Negotiating the traffic around Adelaide was relatively easy now, and would be a lot easier if I could just stop trying to indicate a right turn with my wipers. The Adelaide Hills were our first destination, the forested uplands beyond the City recommended by our fellow passengers from Dubai, what – four days ago now? How could time be going so fast?
To get there we needed to use the M1 motorway. In the UK that’s a three-lane, often congested, thrill ride between London and Leeds usually serving as an endurance test for drivers with a death wish. In South Australia it’s a picturesque dual carriageway, and a pleasure to use. Snaking gently upwards into the foothills, it took around twenty minutes from leaving the motel before we reached a turn-off marked “Mount Lofty”
We’re not talking Everest here. This particular Adelaide Hill is a mere 727 metres (c 2,400 feet) above sea level, but is the loftiest of its neighbours, and has a car park near the summit. Revelling in the contrasting scenery to that on the coast, we left the car somewhere around the 700-metre level and made a steady pace to the top.
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And that’s the view of Adelaide from Mount Lofty. Note the band of green parkland, the thrusting ‘skyscrapers’ and the sea beyond. A panorama shot on a clear day might have picked out Kangaroo Island in the distance to the left, but not today. There’s a café and a visitor centre to explore too, but again, not today. We’d still got a long way to go.
We re-joined the humming silence of the motorway, but in ten minutes we left it again for another place we kept hearing good things about – Hahndorf. The guidebooks will tell you this is Australia’s oldest surviving German settlement, built by Prussians in 1839. They came by ship under the command of Captain Dirk Hahn, who gave so much practical help to the settlers in finding land to lease, they named the village after him. And it is a very pretty place.
The German heritage is self-evident with a host of small businesses (cheesemaker, leathersmith, candlemakers, galleries etc) lined up on either side of the single, tree-lined main street.
Browsing all that Hahndorf has to offer took more than an hour. We admired window displays, a gallery of Aboriginal art, an upcycling centre – and finally an excellent coffee shop boasting a log fire inside (normally our favourite spot… but not today!)
The temperature was rising, yet autumn foliage was in abundance, adding to the unique beauty that Hahndorf boasts. We would have stayed longer, but we had too far to go. As we drove out of the village, we spotted a giant strawberry. Beside it we could see some diminutive figures picking their own fruit. We’d have liked to join them. Alas, not today…
The next stretch would be longer, with our two-lane motorway merging into a single lane highway all the way to Keith. Broken regularly by short stretches of two-lane to allow passing opportunities for anyone unhappy with the 110 kph speed limit, the countryside flattened out, and the road ahead became almost painfully straight. Either side of us the scene matched the one I had described in AKIMS, as witnessed by Mollie and Eric Veale during their own train journey to Keith: The literature Eric picked up at the hostel suggests the enormous expanse of flat earth we have been crossing for the last two hours is termed “mallee-heath”. It isn’t what I would describe as desert, but a vast stretch of low-lying shrubs clinging to a pale earth that looks parched of water. While the leaves are probably green underneath, they look to be permanently grey with dust.
Half an hour passed, during which time we had our first sight of kangaroos… dead ones. Roadkill here is often a little on the large side, and emails from Linc had described the damage done to cars from such encounters. Both of us needed to keep our eyes open, although we had been advised the risk was greater at dawn and dusk. But we reached our next stop (Murray Bridge) unscathed, and by now we were ready for a bite to eat as well as a stretch of the legs.
Here's a little geography lesson for UK readers: Murray Bridge is a place where there’s a river called the Murray, and once upon a time (1836) someone built a bridge over it. That’s typically direct of the Aussies. In England, we’d probably have called it ‘Bridgetown Upon Murray’. Anyway, the river is big and wide (South Australia’s largest), and it was here it began to dawn on us that we were in the middle of a public holiday (the Adelaide Cup). So, most places were closed.
In one respect that was fine with us, especially as we were able to park close to the river and not suffer any restrictions no matter how long we P’d. We also found we were right next to a shopping mall that was open, and which served excellent Asian street food at $9 a punnet. But if we’d wanted to post a letter or borrow a library book… tough.
Instead, we wandered alongside the river for a while. There was a wide, grassy area by the bank, occasionally speckled with the shade of gum trees, and a number of families enjoying the holiday sunshine. We spotted a paddle boat heading downstream, and then a similar large craft coming the opposite way. As it moored up near to us, we could see it was a houseboat – but unlike any I had seen before.
One of Elaine’s charms is her ability to talk to anyone (try and stop her). In a flash she was calling out to people on the boat, and before I could remind her what her mother had said about talking to strangers, we were walking across the gangplank and exploring a 6-double bedroom (each with en-suite) floating bungalow. The welcoming crew were all from New Zealand, three couples enjoying a holiday together cruising the Murray River, and we were even invited to a barbecue… These Aussies… (sorry – Kiwis) I tell you!
We had to decline any further hospitality and get back on our road trip, but our experience today had just added to the enormous bonhomie of the whole adventure: every day a different surprise was putting huge smiles on our faces.
It was now mid-afternoon, and our eventual destination was just over ninety minutes away along the long straight and hot bitumen surface of the Dukes Highway. We were following the railway line that, if we continued, would eventually take us all the way to Melbourne, but trains were entirely absent that day. We were soon to realise something else was missing – anything on two legs.
On the approach into town, there was a sign welcoming us to Keith, where the population was declared to be 1,089. That figure has dropped by about a hundred since I first researched about the place in the late nineteen eighties. When my Mum and Dad arrived there in 1949, it was probably nearer to 500. Today, after checking in to the Keith Motor Inn, we went for a walk around town and found it virtually empty of people.
The ghost town that was Keith that Sunday night did at least look to have progressed since my parents left seventy years ago. We passed what I can only describe as two championship-level bowling greens made out of Astroturf, then a huge sport facility next to a modern high school (with community library). Like Glenelg, the housing appeared to be universally single storey, each with plenty of ground. We turned onto Makin Street and found our first human. He was staring mournfully through the window of a bakery (closed of course), and when asked, he told us it would be just the same tomorrow. “Where can we get breakfast, then?” “Not here, mate! The other one might be open up the road. Or you could try the pub?”
So, we crossed over and found the pub, complete with six punters – all male. (Note that, including the barman, the population of Keith now stands at eight.) The beer was chilled, but the welcome was other-worldly. Have you ever fallen asleep and had a nightmare where you enter a bar and everyone in it is a Martian? This was a little like that. The guys had a (shall we say weird?) sense of humour, delighting in our failure to guess that one of their number hailed from Finland of all places (I didn’t like to guess Mars). But they were chatty enough, sympathising with my personal connection to their home town, and one of them theorising he might just know a descendant of Hurtle’s, but he didn’t live here. Aside from the company, our attention was drawn to the multiple display of TV screens around the bar, each streaming sport events. It seemed the pub was happy to encourage its guests to bet on the results.
Fancy your chances on the 3.30? Not today!
Keith and Robe
In search of Hurtle, sheep – and people!
Monday 9th March 2020. Today would be a box ticked on a mental ‘to do’ list. Some may wonder why I would make such an effort to reach a remote spot on the other side of the world – not to mention stopping there for two nights. The thing to remember is this: To my parents, Keith was once the object of their dreams. It was to be the place where they would live in a new house, raise their children, and start a business. New beginnings in a New Land. With hindsight, it was also the place that nearly broke my mother’s heart, and where my father’s aspirations came to nought. In short, Keith had an important place in my family history, so I had to go there.
Our base for this visit was the Keith Motor Inn. Like much of the buildings we saw during our walk last night, it is a fairly recent affair, and the room was spacious and modern. It had an en-suite with a huge, walk-in shower, but oddly no wash basin. Instead, after using the toilet we had to return to the main room and use the sink that formed part of a mini-kitchen, complete with microwave, toaster and kettle. There was also a fridge, partly stocked with a variety of snacks and drinks like a hotel pay-as-you-go bar. The prices were quite reasonable ($9 for a bottle of wine), but our needs that morning were for something more than instant coffee and a bar of chocolate. As stated previously, we needed to find somewhere in town that was open – and our best bet was the pub.
Following the directions given us by the barman, we found the restaurant was in a neighbouring building, and the entire staff (one lady) was happy to see us just after 7 am. This was probably because we looked to be the only other punters for a hundred miles, and how many times can you do the crossword? Our choice for a cooked breakfast was adequate but not inspiring, and we at least left with a better idea as to how we could fill our day.
Keith may be a one-horse town (with no evidence of horse), but when asked where the other 1,088 residents had disappeared to, our friendly breakfast lady said “The beach”. And why not? It’s only an hour away… It would take less time than that to complete my pilgrimage that morning, so for the rest of the day we would do likewise.
We’d already found the present butcher’s shop, on a site where Mollie once manned the counter, and we’d passed the church building (closed) where she’d worshipped, so all that was left to visit was the house. This was where Hurtle lived with his wife Grace, and children Geoffrey and Lorraine. Once the Veale family arrived in early November 1949 (the start of summer), Mollie helped there with household chores and looking after the children, then joined Eric and daughter Susan to sleep at a house further down the road belonging to Hurtle’s sister Gladys. But where exactly was Hurtle’s?
The above two maps hold the answer. The one on the right is more recent, but the other was drawn by Eric Veale in January 1950 – and it is pretty much to the same scale. The arrow marks the spot where I took the photo below.
This photo from Christmas Day 1949 focuses on the family group, and there are no features I could relate to today. But I do feel confident in my father’s mapping skills, so while this house will have been updated, it is certainly right for the period, when it would have been newly built.
We spent a bit of time walking round the neighbourhood, examining other houses of a similar era, and found one that may have belonged to Gladys. We also spoke to only the second person we’d seen that morning – a neighbour of the old Hurtle property who reckoned to remember the family. He’d only been a boy, but he did remember him coming back to live in another house nearby in the late Fifties. As Hurtle was buried in Keith cemetery in the Sixties, it seemed to fit.
That was almost the end of my nostalgia trip for the day – until I spotted something from the car on the way back to the other side of the tracks: a station platform. These all started out as wooden structures, and the one at Keith should have been long gone. But what was this right by the disused track, next to a silage bin?
Mid-morning, and (almost) all my objectives for visiting Keith had been achieved. I hadn’t bargained for our visit falling on a public holiday, so we were not really getting a true reflection of the present-day town, but it couldn’t be helped. Having spent the bulk of yesterday driving for over two hours on long straight roads, I did not relish doing something similar today – but what else was there to do? We knew how to get to the coast, and we’d been given a recommendation as to the best place to find both civilisation and scenery: a place called Robe.
The road to the coast was just like the stretch we had covered approaching Keith yesterday – flat terrain and occasional patches of scrub, with a few more bends. These would sometimes catch me by surprise – I’d get so used to keeping the wheel straight ahead that Elaine proved her worth by nudging me with the words “Bend coming up!”
There were even more dead kangaroos on the roadside too – plus a fairly fresh one smack in the middle. Alas, no live ones, BUT I did come across an unexpected bonus for my family history: a flock of sheep.
Bearing in mind Hurtle was a sheep farmer, and my father had to adapt his book-keeping skills to slaughtering livestock, this particular animal had its place in my parents’ story. I hadn’t the least idea where Hurtle’s farm was (they used to drive out to it), but five minutes along the road towards Kingston we passed a field full of the critters. It might not have been the same farm – but I sure wasn’t going to miss a photo opportunity like this! So, I stopped the car at the side of the (empty) road.
In my defence, just remember how Keith itself was devoid of both people and traffic. The countryside is flat, has long straight roads with wide verges, and as I got out of the car with camera in hand for a two-minute break, there was just the one car approaching us from the opposite direction. The moment I had my camera raised to take the shot, a loud blaring of a car horn fifty feet from my shoulder almost made me drop the darn thing… Another car had come up behind us from nowhere, and with the other vehicle approaching at speed while our car partially obstructed the highway on his side – he’d had to slow down. Elaine was NOT a happy bunny. The sheep felt the same way and fled. I was in the doghouse. So, here’s the zoomed-in shot of the woolly stampede – and now you know what it cost me to get it!
There’s not a lot to Robe, but what there is does make for a pleasant few hours’ investigation. Like other small districts we’d encountered, there is just one main street to walk up and down, plus a beach and a small harbour. Thankfully, from our point of view, there was also more evidence of human habitation. We’d found where at least half the population of Keith had elected to spend the holiday.
The day had started off with plenty of sunshine, but on reaching the coast we found a strong breeze had sprung up, bringing a layer of cloud with it. By the time we’d done with shop-window-browsing and worked up a thirst, we were ready to explore the bar at the Caledonian Hotel. This is what I would describe as ‘a real-ale pub’, with beer pumps displaying names that were entirely unfamiliar. On holiday, Elaine and I tend to drink a light beer like German lager, but nothing of that sort was on offer. The girl behind the bar kindly offered us some samples to try, and after finding the courtyard pretty sheltered, we took our choices outside. At first there was just one other couple (with dog) out there, but it seemed we were just the advance party, and the area soon filled up with families (and assorted dogs).
We learned two things here: The first was that the Aussies had come up with a light dark ale called ‘Happy Pig’ that Elaine found suited her taste… The second was a story about the Chinese. Years ago, a group of travellers from China wanted to migrate to Melbourne by boat. At that time there were mandatory port fees to pay throughout the State of Victoria, and none of the travellers could afford them. Now this place is only about 120 kilometres (75 miles) from the State border, so they sailed up the coastline to Robe, landed on the beach a hundred metres from the pub – and then walked over 500 kilometres to Melbourne! That’s a true story, and there’s even a ‘memorial’ on the beach to mark the occasion.
Back on the road, fuelled by a HUGE pizza and a side order of beer-fried chips (yum), we returned to base without incident (roos, sheep or otherwise). Relaxing in the motel after the long drive, I was surprised (pleasantly) by a phone call from Linc. While our planned rendezvous with him and his wife Lyn was still a couple of days off, he recognised that our journey to Victor Harbor tomorrow would take us past Lake Alexandrina at the mouth of the Murray River. His sister lived on the shores of its smaller neighbour Lake Albert, at a place called Meningie, and she was extending an invitation to us for a refreshment stop on the way. Would we be up for a slight diversion? Of course we would!
In the event, we had no idea how much of a diversion it would turn out to be…
The Road to Victor Harbor
Another church, a welcome diversion - and more walking on water…
Tuesday 10th March 2020. Time to pack again. Living out of suitcases had not yet turned us into ‘backpackers’, but somehow we were adapting to this new lifestyle. One source of delight for me: Elaine now admitted she had brought far too many clothes with her!
Our target for breakfast this morning was a place we spotted on Sunday evening: ‘Henry & Rose’, a little café just off the Dukes Highway that boasted ‘the best coffee between Melbourne and Adelaide’. It was quite a claim. Since arriving in Oz it had not gone un-noticed that the coffee was almost always excellent. I had got used to ordering a couple of ‘Long Blacks’ with hot milk on the side, and I was keen to see how H & R measured up to the standard we met in Hahndorf.
We waited impatiently outside for the clock to tick over to 8.30. With us was another guy, who had stopped for breakfast on his way to Melbourne, having left Adelaide at 5 am. He told us a truck had overturned on the Dukes Highway some miles back, forcing a diversion that added another ten minutes to his journey. Would it affect us?
Breakfast (and coffee) did not disappoint, and afterwards we walked back towards Makin Street to see how Keith was looking during the rush hour. On the way we passed the old church my parents once attended, and where Mollie had even sung in the choir. Its doors had been firmly shut since our arrival, but now they were wide open.
A notice outside stated that the church could only be viewed by appointment, and with the public holiday closing everything else, I had resigned myself to this being just another lost opportunity. Once inside the porch we could see inside through a metal grille, but could go no further. The building is owned and maintained now by the National Trust, having ceased to operate as a place of worship for many years. It is now a museum piece, and for me it is a wonderful artefact of family nostalgia. Are those pews original? Alas, I’ll never know – but I signed the visitor’s book with gratitude.
That left me with one more task relating to my personal history. I had brought a copy of A Kangaroo In My Sideboard with me, and as it was unlikely I would ever return to Keith, I wanted to leave that book somewhere in town as a mark of respect for what had happened seventy years before. The Community Library seemed the ideal choice, and so we made a brief stop there while I explained my quest to a smiling young librarian, and left satisfied I had done all that was necessary.
Back on the road again, I was beginning to actually enjoy driving in Australia, and even remembered where to find the indicators. I was not to need them for many miles, as our planned diversion to Meningie was another 65 kilometres distant. I had only two worries: 1) after speaking on the phone to Linc’s sister last night, I knew we needed to reach her house by around 11 am, and 2) what about this possible diversion?
We were soon to find out.
After driving for less than half an hour along the highway in the direction of Adelaide, we had to take a left earlier than planned. The road was closed in both directions, and we were diverted at a place called Tintinara. Remembering our breakfast companion’s remark about “an additional ten minutes” on his journey, I started to wonder how this might affect our ETA at Meningie. Indeed, we almost immediately lost connection with Google Maps, and after following mile after mile of quiet country roads with very few vehicles coming towards us – and nothing at all behind – it occurred to us both that we just might be lost…
I pulled over, well onto the verge this time, and re-booted my phone to try and get in touch again with Google. Hallelujah! With satellite navigation re-established, we found we were exactly 35 minutes away from our destination, and it was now 10.25. The accuracy of that information can only be commended when I tell you we rolled up outside Bev and Mervyn Hill’s house at exactly 11 o’clock.
The aspect from their spacious bungalow was superb. A wide expanse of gently sloping lawn to the quiet roadway, with the reed-lined expanse of Lake Albert on the opposite side. Egrets and pelicans are a common sight over the calm waters, and the peaceful ambience of the spot is unrivalled. Our hosts came outside to greet us warmly, and we were soon sampling tea and biscuits and enjoying a chat in their kitchen.
Our destination later that day was to be the Grosvenor Hotel in Victor Harbor, which is managed by their son Andrew. Our choice of residence had been pure coincidence, mentioned to Linc months ago by email, when he had told us that Andrew was his nephew. Linc’s brother-in-law Mervyn had farmed all his life, and Andrew had done the same for a while, until ill health had forced Mervyn to sell up. Even now he had severe problems with his limbs, and needed ongoing medical treatment. Andrew still kept some livestock on his own small homestead near Victor, where he is married to a lawyer.
Bev and Mervyn showed us their motorhome, kept inside a huge garage and workshop, and the fruit trees behind, at the foot of which hid a ‘pet’ lizard, basking sleepily in the sunshine.
Bev was shortly to host a bridge session, so we didn’t linger too long, being anxious to reach the hotel and to explore the neighbourhood. Mervyn gave us some tips on the best onward route, using the vehicle ferry across the Murray River at Wellington, then skirting Lake Alexandrina via another sleepy spot called Milang. The final stretch took us through some truly fascinating scenery which a road sign helpfully expounded as ‘Aboriginal Canoe Trees’.
Driving into the sprawling suburbs of Victor Harbor around 2.30 came as something of a culture shock. We had been out ‘in the sticks’ too long. Here were T-junctions, roundabouts, and even temporary traffic lights. There were more single-storey dwellings, but then the centre of town was largely two-storey with lots of shady verandas, many in ‘colonial’ style.
The Grosvenor (above) is particularly attractive, which is why we chose it back in October. It had a small car park at the back, already full, so we parked for a while in a 2P zone on the street and went inside. There was a charity auction going on in the dining area and reception, raising funds to support those affected by the bushfires that devastated Kangaroo Island in the summer. Unable to check-in for the moment, we walked round to the other side and found ourselves in the main bar. It’s a shame, having to just sit around and drink a couple or four cold beers, but what can you do?
The accommodation at the Grosvenor was basic, but all that we needed. The rooms were all on the upper floor and opened out onto the shared balcony. This would be the only place we stayed where we didn’t have our own bathroom– a communal ‘Ladies’ or ‘Gents’ being available down the corridor. Next to our room was another set aside to make hot drinks, though we had no need for it. We left most of our luggage in the car, just fetching enough up the stairs (no lift!) for the one night we would be staying. Then it was time to see what else the town had to offer.
While Keith this morning had appeared a lot less like a ghost town than in the previous 36 hours, by contrast Victor Harbor seemed positively heaving. This is a seaside resort as well as a large residential area, and one of its particular highlights is Granite Island, reached by a 630-metre timber-built causeway.
Yes, that’s a tram track down the middle. It’s there because a particular attraction of this location is the horse-drawn variety. We’d arrived too late in the day to see them in action, but there were two beautiful Clydesdales berthed in a small stable near the start of the causeway, and we went to say hello.
Another couple joined us with the same intention. We heard the accent and Elaine asked if they were from England. “Yes, we are,” they said. “We’re from Nottingham originally, but we came out here fifty years ago!” Unlike so many other British settlers in Australia, these two still retained their English accents, but were just as chatty and friendly as all the Aussies we had met. Perhaps it’s something in the water?
After watching the Clydesdales get loaded up into their horsebox for a short journey to where they spent the night, we ambled across the causeway on our own two feet. We had no intentions of exploring the island tonight, as there would be a further opportunity during our stay. Granite Island is known for being inhabited by a colony of small penguins, but we didn’t spot any (apart from those below) on our brief visit.
Another couple ahead of us were being escorted by a local lady, and Elaine got chatting to her. She told us a little more about the place, and asked about our own trip. When we mentioned that our plans included a visit to Kangaroo Island, she told us she lived there. “Oh, I didn’t know people lived on it,” said Elaine, who had imagined a similar small island inhabited by kangaroos. “Well, they do!” confirmed our local lady. (More about the size of Kangaroo Island later.)
We returned to the Grosvenor, where dinner beckoned. Bev had personally recommended Elaine try the seafood platter for one, so that was what she ordered, while I settled for the pork. A well-stocked vegetable and salad bar provided Elaine with a generous-sized appetiser, while I played it a little more cautiously. That was a wise choice, as when hers arrived, Elaine’s plate was brimming with fish, prawns and fried squid… Over-faced? You could say that! (Delicious though, she tells me.)
It was all we could do to walk off our dinner afterwards with a little window-browsing around the block, checking out what Victor Harbor might be offering in the morning.
To Delamere and The Cape
A special anniversary, and meeting old friends for the first time…
Wednesday 11th March 2020. Another anniversary: Seventy years to the day that the Veale family arrived in Delamere, South Australia – our own destination today. If all went to plan, we would finally get to meet at least two of the people I had been corresponding with over the last five years. It could get emotional…
But first we had more personal needs. Despite the excellent meal served at our hotel last night, no breakfast was on offer. Were we even hungry? Well, yes – surprisingly. But maybe it was simply the call of the coffee pot I felt drawn to. At any length we put our research last night to the test and found a café open a short way down the street. They did a mean toasted cheese and ham croissant (with coffee) that satisfied our needs admirably, and then we had time to explore a little more of the seafront.
It was clear that Victor Harbor had a wide range of facilities for both tourists and residents. We found children’s play areas, picnic benches, volleyball pitches, bowling greens, tennis courts and even croquet lawns. Walking back to the causeway, we were just in time to see our four-legged friends start their working day.
Returning to the hotel to collect our bags and to check-out, we managed to find manager Andrew and have a chat. We mentioned the one thing that had started to bug us both about our Australian experience so far: the absence of live kangaroos. He assured us they did exist, and that there were several places where they congregated in large numbers. There was also a wildlife park just outside Victor Harbor, featuring purely Australian animals and birds etc, so if all else failed…?
But the clock was ticking, and we had around a forty-minute drive to reach Delamere, so the Three Bears were coaxed back into their transport, and we prepared for the next leg of our journey. Seventy years ago, Hurtle drove his truck from Keith to Delamere (and back) in a single day, with all the Veale’s and their belongings on board. The terrain from Victor Harbor towards Delamere is of rolling hills and open countryside. There are dense patches of gum trees, stringy bark and even pines dotted all around. The countryside was almost lush with greenery, a distinct contrast to the Keith area, and I could imagine my mother’s excitement building at the prospect of living somewhere like this. She would have seen the coast for the first time in months, and maybe licked her lips at the possibility of including fish in her diet. But of course, seventy years have had an impact, and I already knew that in 1950, the trees were a lot denser than we were seeing today, and bitumen road surfaces almost certainly ended at Victor Harbor.
We were to stay with Sue McFarlane, who lives just half a mile from the General Store at Delamere. Sue Mac (as she is known) was widowed a few short years ago, and now lives with a dog and a cat (Lizzie and Kato respectively). For the next three nights she’d also got us, until we flew to Sydney for a few days, and then (bless her) we’d be back for another week (or so we planned). Her home lies off the main road between Yankalilla and the Cape, a single storey dwelling, surrounded by about thirty acres of planted shrubs, trees and grassland.
It felt like we already knew each other – Sue is a warm and chatty lady (she can talk even more than Elaine), almost exactly the same age as my sister, and she came over here from London in 1959 as a teenager. She has three daughters and other family members scattered over Australia, and has worked on farms and as a nurse. She is a talented seamstress, and takes a keen interest in the local community, including its history. This explained why she took note of my original enquiries (via Linc), and as she had a double bedroom going spare, why she volunteered to take us in. There was just one potential problem: the cat.
Kato is a beautiful male Russian Blue. Elaine is a lovely female Lancastrian – who developed a fear of cats after being scratched quite badly as a child. I have witnessed that fear first hand on several occasions, so we mentally braced ourselves for a potential showdown. Should we have brought a tent instead? The good news was that Kato is a house cat, and not allowed outside. He had also been banned from our bedroom (although he kept forgetting). For the moment, a truce had been declared, and instead Lizzie got started immediately with training me how to play tug and throw her amazing assortment of toys around the garden for the next hour.
Gracious as our hostess was, she declared she would not be cooking dinner tonight. Instead, we were all invited to a fish and chip supper at Linc’s, seven kilometres down the road at Cape Jervis. We all piled into our rental car (now devoid of bears) and followed Sue’s directions. The road was quiet, as is generally the case until traffic for the Kangaroo Island ferry briefly forms. Stunning vistas of rolling hillsides appeared on either side, until the tip of the peninsula suddenly opened up before us and we descended steeply to more level ground.
Mr and Mrs Lincoln Barrington live in a small community overlooking Kangaroo Island. Their low-level house sits on a corner plot two minutes from the ferry terminal, with a pleasant lawned garden and large open driveway. As we pulled up outside a huge double detached garage, Linc and Lyn were ready for us. Hands were shaken, hugs exchanged, and shoulders slapped warmly. We’d been friends for a long time (it feels that way), but this was the first time face-to-face.
Much of the house is given over to another (integral) garage that doubles as the grandchildren’s playroom and as a barbecue area with a large dining table. The latter was its present function, as Linc produced some litres of white wine to accompany a long-promised supper of home-cooked fish (caught by Linc) with chips and tinned mushy peas. Verdict: Oh, so much better than Glenelg!
The Veales were back in Delamere, and it was a lovely, lengthy evening with special friends.
Delamere, and Normanville beach
The Cole historians, a glimpse of the past, club hospitality – and elusive kangaroos!
Thursday 12th March 2020. Probably the most rewarding day of my visit, when I would see for myself where my parents lived seventy years ago. And yet there would be little to see that could be recognised, if it were not for the priceless input of one particular couple – Lillian and Alan Cole.
We met with Linc at the Coles’ house, perched on the slope of the hill that looks out over the Cape and Kangaroo Island. Both cars were required as there would be five of us on the tour, with our guides split between the two. Both Coles are now in their eighties, while Alan is the senior and has difficulty walking. His long years farming and working outdoors have resulted in skin cancer, but there’s not much that will stop this tough guy from doing what he wants to do!
Alan and Lillian have a passion for local history, and they were both teenagers in 1950. Their knowledge of the area during the four brief months my parents spent here is personal and invaluable. Alan had copies of aerial photographs taken in that year, and he copied them for me. While they are not coloured, they do clearly show the huge extent of the dense scrub that covered most of the terrain south of Delamere, much of it personally cleared by Alan for arable pasture.
But before the History, let’s start with the Geography lesson: we are in (or on) an area known as the Fleurieu Peninsula – that portion of land about forty miles south of Adelaide that juts out to sea like a sore thumb. To take that same analogy, Cape Jervis is at the very tip of the thumb nail, while Delamere is just above the knuckle. If you were to spread out your right hand, for example, looking at the back of it, Adelaide would be at the start of your first finger, and Victor Harbor at the base of your thumb, but at the farthest point from your fingers. Got it? Good!
Two roads converge at Delamere. The northerly one (from Adelaide) passes through it on the way to Cape Jervis for the ferry, while the southerly one (Range Road) starts out from Victor Harbor. The area we were about to venture into lies to the south of Range Road, and below are two maps to illustrate the subject of my interest. On the right is Alan Cole’s 1950 aerial photo, which I have supplemented to highlight the same roads as on the present-day map so far as they existed then. Three sites of personal interest are also indicated.
Our trek into the Delamere wilderness began at the western extension of Range Road, with Alan explaining how much of the open land we saw had been covered in dense vegetation like the smaller sections we were about to pass through.
Much of the roads we drove on were dirt tracks, little changed since 1950, but where we still met scrub, Lillian explained how they used to clear the acacia undergrowth regularly, as tinder dry conditions could so easily aggravate bush fires.
It was a journey like no other for me. On the one hand, part of my brain was comfortable enough driving the car with Lillian at my side and Elaine in the back, following behind Linc and Alan. But another part felt detached, sensing a kind of spirituality from my surroundings. We stopped on occasions, while I got out of my car and sat with Alan, listening while he or Lillian pointed out features, or described how many of the trees we were looking at had been planted personally by them both. The numbers, and the acres, were vast. It was hard for my non-Aussie brain to take in how this land had been transformed over a relatively short period of time. And yet I felt an undeniable connection. As we reached the site where my parents and sister once lived, there was one unmistakeable feature that grounded me, and that seemed to have been left in isolation as a tribute to the little family that made it their home in 1950.
Two photos taken by father and son from almost the same place. The top one is marked on the back as “just outside our front gate”.
The aerial shot (above) is a screenshot from Google, but have a look at this wider shot (below) from Alan Cole’s 1950 version, and note the amount of scrub surrounding the Veale house.
Another homestead now sits on the spot where the Veale family lived…
But apart from the stone-edged beds, there is little to resemble what it used to look like seventy years ago, even if this rear view (below) is from a different angle.
Seventy years ago, my mother and sister went for a walk down the lane at the side of their house and discovered they had a pair of Swedish farmers for neighbours – the Jacobsons. Lillian also got to know them, and it was there that she once met my mother. She didn’t remember her surname, but when asked by Linc if she ever came across any Brits in the area in 1950, she recalled a lady from Manchester who walked with a limp. Peter Jacobson died not long after the Veale family left, but Helga stayed on for several years before moving to the Adelaide area to be nearer her daughter. We have to assume she took the famous sideboard with her, as nothing remains of the original farmhouse. We drove down to the site, and while there were several buildings and signs of habitation, the only occupant we found there was a goat tethered to a small fruit tree who had nothing to say for himself…
Our excursion concluded with a drive along Three Bridges Road – Lillian pointing out the structures built over small creeks, as we wouldn’t otherwise have noticed what we were passing over. There is nothing to see now of the saw mill where my father worked for Joe Hooper, but then this would have only been a temporary structure, dismantled and moved from site to site as required. But the distances between features brought home how isolated mum and dad must have felt. On the night of the rainstorm in particular, it is easy to understand how my dad would have had to remain under cover as best he could, rather than try to walk home.
We split up from Linc, Alan and Lillian outside the Delamere General Store, turning onto the main road in the direction of Yankalilla and Adelaide. Elaine had been patient during my morning of nostalgia, and it was high time we had a look at something other than scrub, fields and acacia.
Linc had recommended we check out Second Valley, being a place on the northern coastline with the ubiquitous fishing jetty, a bit of beach and a café.
We’d gone about ten minutes up the road now from Sue Mac’s place, and it felt good to have a closer look at the other attractions in our neighbourhood. At this point there is no coastal road, and we had to take a small quiet road off the main through route, but at the end of it was a tiny parking area with very few other vehicles, some public toilets and a café/shop. Walking along the jetty, we found a couple of ladies sitting on canvas chairs, enjoying a picnic while their menfolk were line-fishing. One couple was from Essex, enjoying their last few days before flying home. The conversation quickly turned to our observation about the absence of kangaroos, and one of the guys assured us if we continued up the road to Normanville, we would find a golf resort – where the number of roos outnumbered the bunkers.
A quick spot of lunch at the café, and we were off again on our quest. In one sense the guy was right: we did find the golf resort – but of kangaroos there was not even a paw-print. Ho-hum.
So, we carried on to the beach at Normanville. Another jetty, some kids bathing in the sea, and ice cream for our dessert.
There was no chance of us taking a dip – at least not today – but at least we knew a little more about where we might want to visit again upon our return from Sydney. For now, we had a twenty-minute drive back to Sue Mac’s, time to freshen up and get changed before our next outing: to the Cape again and an evening at the Community Social Club.
The club was built a little over twenty years ago, and contains a large function hall, bar and kitchen as well as gym facilities and a small library – which also boasts two books authored by yours truly. It was a pleasant surprise to walk in and meet not only Lillian and Alan, Linc and Lyn, but also several others who had read my books and enjoyed them. I felt like a minor celebrity!
We were just taking in the rules regarding food and drink (anything alcoholic $3, while tonight’s speciality of a steak sandwich would cost us $8), when the conversation turned to our present disappointment over the absence of kangaroos. “What?” said Linc. “We’ve got some of the buggers just round the corner right now! Come on. I’ll show you…”
And he was right. We rushed outside and piled into Linc’s car. I barely had time to fasten my seatbelt before he turned a corner and… there was a kangaroo sat on its own at the end of a cul-de-sac. We slowed down and approached carefully while it lifted its head and viewed us warily. Beyond the land was undeveloped, and a few yards distant were another half dozen roos, all staring back at me as I cautiously climbed out of the car with my camera. Would they stay still? Not for long…
Returning from our successful safari (thanks to Linc), we relaxed around the table with Sue Mac, the Barringtons and the Coles. The steak sandwiches were HUGE, filled with what might pass in the UK as an all-day breakfast – minus the sausage and egg – inside a toasted bun the size of a saucer. The interest in history continued, Lillian showing us just one volume of her collations on local history, while I shared some more of the original souvenirs of 1950 Australia that I’d brought to show them.
On the day that, seventy years ago, marked Mum and Dad’s first full day in Delamere, I felt well-satisfied with my own first impressions. I felt sure they were still there, sitting on my shoulder and smiling at how history had turned out.
Delamere and The Cape
A turning point, and the World’s Best View from a Loo!
Friday 13th March 2020. Unlucky for some, they say… But today I felt extremely lucky. Being welcomed into the community here had a lot to do with that. Last night we were introduced to so many smiling faces, several belonging to people who had once been migrants themselves, and they could relate to my mother’s story. It was Mollie and Eric Veale who had been the unlucky ones, and the residents here today had every sympathy that, for them, the dream had not materialised.
Our plans for today were also discussed, and as Saturday would see us heading back to the airport for the next leg of our adventure, it made sense to enjoy a gentler pace. That was the sensible conclusion (for one of us) after an evening enjoying alcohol at the equivalent of £1.50 a glass. (I’ll say nothing more, as the other one was conscious of driving 7 kilometres on an unlit, unfamiliar road…)
Chilling out at Sue Mac’s that morning brought an incident that was totally unexpected – but hugely welcome: Cats are intelligent creatures, and Kato is no exception. His experience of the new visitors had so far been limited to a cautious bit of physical contact from the male half. The female was curiously distant, and Kato wasn’t happy about that. ‘Treat humans carefully but equally’ his mum had taught him, so there was no way she was going to miss out on his charms. Seeing her sitting on a kitchen chair with an empty lap was the perfect opportunity, so – Gotcha!
There could have been a shriek. There should have been one. But there wasn’t. Strangely, perhaps because Elaine hadn’t seen it coming, Kato’s sudden presence was a surprise – but not a shock. Don’t get me wrong – she was not comfortable about what had just occurred, but the overwhelming sensation was one of acceptance. Kato’s charms were exceptionally persuasive, and Elaine found she could stroke him lightly without any fear. A true turning point!
Friday afternoon would see the Barringtons at the Cape looking after the grandies (grandchildren to non-Aussies). But Linc had an idea to temporarily escape from these duties. Last night the conversation had somehow turned to lavatories. Or was it to spectacular scenery? (For some reason I forget) Anyway, an idea for an unusual excursion had come to mind, so Linc had suggested we call round at his house and let Lyn take sole charge of the little ones while he took us ‘off-piste’ in his 4WD.
We headed back up the road, past the Coles’ house on the hill, and turned off to the right – into ‘Veale country’ near what had once been the Talisker silver and lead mine. Now we were into serious dirt tracks, threading our way to the southern coast past a steep gorge on one side, and rolling hillsides on the other.
A couple of gates barred our way, but with typical ex-police sagacity, Linc shrugged aside any caution – he knew the chances of arrest were as likely as finding a kangaroo in his sideboard. So, we went on almost as far as the cliff edge without spotting anyone else on two legs.
The wind was gusting strongly, straight off the sea. Kangaroo Island was almost hidden in low cloud. We could not have picked a worse weather day for what Linc had in mind, but he had promised us something unique.
Here on the cliffs sat a couple of tin shacks that served as toilets for local workers. Their particular appeal lay in that they had no door, and looked out over the sea. Truly, each was “a loo with a view”!
We inspected one of them very carefully. It was fortunate the wind was coming off the sea, otherwise edging down the path on such a steep slope would have been too dangerous. As it was, it needed a strong nerve to take these photos!
Yes, that bucket needed emptying… and my written inspection does reflect that, but I can testify that the view is indeed spectacular (or it would be on a better day). See for yourself, and that’s Kangaroo Island in the distance, while the water in between is called ‘Backstairs Passage’…
It was a relief to return to the relative safety of the Barrington household, where Lyn was bravely holding the fort. On the way we took a sneaky peak at preparations for tomorrow’s big charity event at Cape Jervis: Lawnmower racing.
Linc’s son Mark and his wife were part of the organising committee for this new venture, hence they’d had to deposit the rest of their brood (four-year-old Reuben and three-year-old Madeleine) with Lyn. We rescued her just as Madeleine flooded the bathroom, prompting a call for mum Lauren to return to base with a change of clothing.
Back at Sue Mac’s we had one last task to consider: how to re-jig our luggage so that we could put all we needed into two small bags. Tomorrow we would be travelling a good bit lighter – to Sydney!
Glenelg and Sydney
Of trees, museums and excess baggage – while a unique welcome awaits…
Saturday 14th March 2020. “Did the chainsaw wake you?” said Sue Mac as I entered the kitchen a little after 7 am. It hadn’t – one of the fringe benefits of wearing ear plugs. If Elaine’s snoring couldn’t disturb my sleep, what chance for a chainsaw?
It turned out the strong winds over the last twenty-four hours had done some damage to one of Sue’s trees, bringing part of it down over the main road. The hazard to ferry traffic had brought out a couple of the local “firies” (volunteer firemen) in the early hours, and they had used a chainsaw to clear the debris. After breakfast we inspected the tree, finding that part had fallen inside Sue’s fence. There was no damage to her property, thankfully, as that might have restricted Lizzie’s freedom. But as they say in these parts – “no worries”.
We were unable to contribute anything useful in the way of lumberjack skills, and said our farewells mid-morning as we set off for the ninety-minute journey along the coast back to Glenelg. The wind eased aside for the return of warm sunshine, while the forecast for our stay in Sydney was mainly for rain. Would it dampen our spirits? Not a chance! Especially now that we had become better at roo-spotting. Linc had told us to look to our left as we went through a place called Myponga, and sure enough – hundreds of kangaroos squatted near the roadside by the reservoir there. Somehow it felt like we were becoming ‘honorary locals’ – familiar with our surroundings, the driving, and engaging in open friendliness with strangers. There was much more to come, but it would not be without a few stumbles along the path…
We parked up on the Anzac Highway, an area familiar to us in Glenelg, at around 11.30. We needed to return the rental car by 2 pm, so that left us plenty of time for lunch, and for one last box to be ticked on my mental ‘to do’ list. Big Sister Susan had preceded my trip twenty years earlier, travelling with her daughter Joanne and our father’s younger sister Pat. Their own visit had not included Keith, but they had toured the Fleurieu Peninsula and stayed a few days in Glenelg. According to Pat in particular, the museum here was a ‘must-see’, and this was our objective today.
Housed in what was the original town hall, the exterior was currently being renovated under scaffolding, but the building remained open for visitors. It sits at the seaward end of Moseley Square, and the museum occupies the whole of the upper floor. Here we learned of the aboriginal history for the area we had visited over the last ten days, and of the background story to why the Old Gum Tree is such an historical landmark. There were audio-visual displays and original artefacts, nuggets of information that revealed how South Australia was colonised and developed – and some often bizarre information relating to twentieth century Glenelg with its social and historic influence at the centre of the area known as Holdfast Bay.
Did I say we had plenty of time? Not enough, in fact. We had our lunch afterwards in the café below, then squeezed in a quick visit to Jetty Road for a lipstick (!) before realising we had about twenty minutes left to get the car back to Richmond Road, and fill it up with petrol…
I’m not shy of taking on a challenge, and this was one of our own making, but it didn’t help morale once we noticed (too late) a place selling cheap petrol. Then insult was added to injury when our last opportunity was over-priced – but (no worries) we did roll up outside East Coast Rentals bang on time. A smiling Lauren was there to greet us again, sending us off on the airport shuttle bus with a wave while we congratulated ourselves at still being able to stick to our long-planned schedule.
Let me take a moment to explain a little about this part of our adventure. For me, the main purpose of travelling across the world as far as it was possible to go, was to follow the path taken by my parents. I wanted to see the places they had been, with the exception of the two-day stopover they had experienced at Fremantle and Perth in Western Australia. When planning the trip six months earlier, I was very happy to go along with Elaine’s desire to include some time in Sydney. She wanted to see for herself those iconic images of Australia that are so familiar through the TV screens and glossy magazines – and why not? So, we agreed that our three-week stay should include four days and nights in the State Capital of New South Wales – a mere diversion of around 900 miles from Adelaide.
Alas, pride comes before a flight on Tigerair. Our two small carry-on bags didn’t cut it for weight. One of us (I won’t say who) had packed enough for a small (female) army, and we bravely accepted a financial penalty for our sins. What were the chances of escaping a similar penalty on our return? I’ll leave you to guess…
But at least this no-frills airline got us in the air on time, and we enjoyed a flight lasting less than two hours before catching a glimpse of the magnificent harbour as we came in to land.
The next challenge was to find our way to Darling Harbour, the area we planned to make our home until Wednesday. The airport is linked to the city centre (CBD) by a slick and expensive rail system. I say that because Sydney’s public transport is best experienced with their equivalent of London’s Oyster card – purchasing a pre-paid card up front, then scanning in and out at each stop en route. Unsure of how much travelling we might have ahead of us, we bought the minimum level card ($35 each), only to have half of it debited immediately – taking us barely two thirds of the way to our hotel! (Future travellers beware.)
Having reached Sydney’s Central Station, we next had a short hop on the Light Rail (tram) service to a stop called Convention. Research had shown this to be a few hundred yards away from our accommodation, but it failed to tell me how difficult it would be finding where to board the tram after arriving at the Station. We went round in circles for a while, following contradictory signage, before realising the tracks set into the cobbles outside the main entrance were practically the only clue we were going to get. (Future travellers beware).
We disembarked only a couple of dollars lighter, but immediately faced another concern: While the forecasted rain failed to show up, it was now dark, and standing between us and where I estimated we’d find our hotel was a huge multi-storey car park. Which way should we go?
We followed some fellow passengers to the roadside, but was it left or right? For answer, we asked a taxi driver busy cleaning his windscreen. “Which way to Pyrmont Street, please?” He looked up and considered the question for a moment. “Pyrmont Street? Oh, jump in. I’ll take you.” Ah. We politely explained that we didn’t need a taxi. We just wanted directions. “No, no,” he said. “No worries. I’ll take you. Jump in.”
Still unsure we were doing the right thing, we stowed our bags and jumped in. He moved off, drove round two corners, and we were on Pyrmont Street – but in the wrong direction. I had a mental map of the area in my head, and told him we needed to be pointing south, not north. No worries. We did a U-turn and headed south, stopping again practically outside the front door of the Woolbrokers Hotel in less than a minute. Our Samaritan taxi driver had been as good as his word, just helping out a couple of Brit tourists – and earning our undying gratitude and respect. Would that ever happen in Manchester? I hope so.
Accessing the hotel after hours was our next challenge. Standing in the closed doorway with luggage of their own was another young couple. The guy was already on his phone (as a sign instructed us to do) to obtain a secure code for a small cabinet containing their key (and ours). He was the first to inform us of the growing impact of the coronavirus: his airline had just cancelled their flight to Amsterdam, and he needed to try and find an alternative.
Hmmm… a sign of things to come? For the moment, we were just happy to carry on with our itinerary – even if this particular bolthole was a little on the Spartan side. The Woolbrokers is an old (even historic) building, and in dire need of an upgrade. But our room was clean enough, and had a bathroom with another huge shower on the other side of a small hallway. The lighting in this cramped aperture was set to economy (in other words “off” 99% of the time), but we managed by propping the bathroom door open.
Excited by the prospect of being so close to some of Sydney’s most popular highlights, we left our bags and went out again to explore. Following a woman up a flight of steps in what seemed like the right direction, we found ourselves walking on a raised walkway next to a busy road on one side, with towering concrete structures on the other – but then there came a gap, and suddenly the whole of Darling Harbour opened up before us. It was a glittering hubbub of activity – neon lights casting reflections across the water, bars and restaurants heaving with tourists and locals alike, and small boats bobbing up and down at expensive moorings. Reaching the top of a stairway leading down into this glamorous spectacle, we were startled by a small explosion in the middle of the harbour. It marked the beginning of a ten-minute spectacle of fireworks lighting up the sky. We were told afterwards this event happened every Saturday night at 9 pm – but for us, it was simply a brilliant welcome to our break in Sydney.
Sydney’s Icons
That iconic landscape, splashing out on The Rocks – and a sweet serenade…
Sunday 15th March 2020. A new city. A new place to wake up in the morning. We were getting used to this transient life – and loving it. Living out of a suitcase was the new norm, even if there was still more packed into it than we actually needed… Our stay at the Woolbrokers included breakfast, but nothing on the scale of the Glenelg Motel. It was a help-yourself scenario: cereal, fruit and toast, washed down with juice or a hot drink. A dining room with many more tables than guests (two other couples about to finish when we came down), but a surprising volume of really useful tourist leaflets and magazines available in the adjoining hall. I pounced on a handful so we could plan our day properly.
We were staying close to Darling Harbour, which is a kangaroo hop from most of the iconic locations for which Sydney is known. Elaine had a list of preferences to work on, and right at the top were the Opera House and the Harbour Bridge – conveniently close together. How to get there? With our Opal cards already devalued by the journey from the airport, we were conscious of the need to use public transport (including ferries) sparingly – at least until we could see how our budget was stretching. On with the comfortable shoes then.
Our route took us across the Pyrmont Bridge to George Street, in the centre of the CBD, where we caught the tram to Circular Wharf. It was only three stops up the line, so an ideal opportunity to see what impact that made via Opal, and hasten our journey to the hot spots at the same time. A scan of our cards on the platform as we got out indicated we’d used a little over two dollars’ worth… Better.
We were now in the thick of it. The hustle and bustle that surrounds any city tourist spot was all around us. Five sets of wharves for the operation of ferries met an overhead train station, a bus terminus and our own Light Rail stop. The sweep of the harbour held a huge cruise ship (Cunard’s Queen Elizabeth) at berth, and in the far distance beyond stood the famous bridge. Concrete and glass office blocks towered above us, behind and to the right, hiding our view of Elaine’s first objective.
Our first glimpse of what Linc calls “that building with the funny roof” immediately made me reach for the camera. Everyone else was doing the same, or showing off with an iPhone.
What to do first? Perhaps go on a tour inside (ideal if the promised rain showed up), or make the most of the sunshine that warmed our shoulders. We decided to check out what an Opera House tour involved, but three hours of our day plus a $49 ticket price (each) seemed a tad over-exuberant. Instead we had a quick peek in the foyer and moved on.
That roof is what draws everyone’s attention – rightly so. Clive James once likened the Opera House to ‘a portable typewriter full of oyster shells’, but what would he know? Its architect, Jørn Utzon, designed the shells as sections of a sphere, and constructing them in the late 1950’s proved difficult and expensive. That held up completion of the building until 1966, during which Utzon fell out with the politicians holding the purse strings. His designs for the interior were not used, and he left the country in disgust – never to return. But his legacy was as spectacular close-up as I expected.
Okay – no more documentary stuff. Having circled the whole thing once, we made our way to the Royal Botanic Gardens – or, at least, we walked along the side of them by the harbour’s edge. I was fascinated by what appeared to be a giant chandelier, sitting atop a floating dock across the water.
I wonder what it’s for? Maybe it’s an Aussie version of a posh lighthouse… STOP PRESS: Wait – I have a guide book that tells me this is the site of an outdoor opera, where “a giant chandelier shimmers over the harbour stage with 10,000 Swarovski crystals”. I knew I should have packed my tuxedo.
We were distracted by a first flurry of rain. Out came the brolly from the backpack for the first time, and we sheltered briefly near a coffee bar at the far end of the gardens. Deciding that standing with a hot drink during a rain shower in Sydney was not a good look, Elaine elected to walk on into the Gardens and try for a cold beer somewhere by the harbour. It doesn’t take much to persuade me of how good some of my wife’s ideas might be, but we took the scenic route.
The Gardens cover about 30 hectares (the guide books tell me), with 9,000 plant species. I didn’t feel inclined to count them myself, but there was a heck of a lot, including some very impressive bamboo.
Try getting lost in that lot. Personally, I was more impressed with the trees. I am unaware of the particular variety, but this one (below) was truly awesome. (Yes, that’s Elaine in the centre!)
Another feature of the Gardens I found unusual was the number of these white birds I so nearly tripped over. Almost as common as British pigeons, and similar in habit, they are often described by Aussies as bin chickens, tip turkeys or dumpster divers – which says a lot about their occupation. Their proper name is the Australian White Ibis.
We walked back through the Elizabeth II Gate, bypassed the building with the funny roof, and were just a hundred metres away from the high-end shops and bars of Circular Wharf when the rain made a come-back. This was no light shower, and Elaine curiously found an excuse for investigating a large Ugg store to check out the new line in fur-lined boots, plus their over-priced T-shirts. But the rain did ease eventually, and left us with the opportunity to sit awhile over two (over-priced) cold beers. Mind you, it was a good view.
Our exercise continued past the busy wharves to where a group of people were enjoying music (of a sort) and the antics of three colourful characters – one of whom was persuading a sound out of something I am reliably informed was a didgeridoo. Elaine offered to show him what else he could do with it, but he declined.
We had the Harbour Bridge firmly in our sights now. Checking the guide book I’d picked up at breakfast, we discovered it was situated next to another popular attraction. As the strip of land where European settlers chose to step ashore in 1788, The Rocks is essentially the birthplace of modern Sydney. It boasts a colourful history: the area evolved from a rowdy, raucous settlement of convicts, soldiers, sailors and street gangs into a thriving, modern precinct. It has cobbled streets, old pubs and cosy cafés – and to add to its appeal today, a street market and buskers.
We explored thoroughly, making a note of where our next meal might be coming from, but that bridge still beckoned.
You may well wonder what we intended to do with it. Elaine and I are in reasonably good health for our age (over 21), and the tourist brochures do say your visit to Sydney will not be complete until you’ve climbed to the top of the Harbour Bridge to enjoy some spectacular views. When I say climb, I do mean getting properly roped up and wearing all the gear, then following a professional guide up the massive ironwork structure to its apex, 134 metres above the water.
Alas, such exertion was not for us, as Elaine does suffer from vertigo, and we could see what was involved from afar… (see those ants below).
No, all we wanted to do was walk across it – which is easier said than done. We had to ask directions how to reach road level, then do a bit of climbing up a million steps (who’s counting?) until we found ourselves in the middle of a wedding celebration.
A photographer was capturing some portraits of a bride and her retinue with that icon in the background – so I did my bit too! After all, how often do you really get the chance to see five girls that can stop traffic?
But not to be distracted, we pressed on and finally found ourselves at The Bridge. Aside from its impressive size, we didn’t really need to be at the top of it to have some spectacular views.
Our bridge expedition was limited to just after the second set of pylons that form the bridge supports, where we turned back. Rain was still threatening, and tummies were rumbling…
Target for tonight was a Bavarian themed restaurant in The Rocks, the Munich Brauhaus. We found a table in a corner under cover – which was just as well, the rain doing another encore within ten minutes of us ordering a plateful of barbecued rack of ribs and some German lager. Was it delicious? Does an aborigine come from Australia?
Dessert followed further up The Rocks at an Italian restaurant – strawberry cheesecake – where we were serenaded in style by a harpist and a guitarist.
Well and truly chilled, but pleasantly full, we ambled back to the Woolbrokers via Pyrmont Bridge and Darling Harbour.
Sydney was looking very good indeed, and we’d covered over 23,000 steps (ten miles) to prove it. Pass the footbath…
QVB, Bondi & Chinatown
Clocking the Old Girl, braving the waves of Bondi, oriental smiles - and a Very Happy Hour!
Monday 16th March 2020. Next on the list: The weather’s windy and more rain is forecast – so let’s go to the beach… Really? Remember, this section of the epic adventure was under Elaine’s governance, and Bondi Beach sat at Number 3 of the iconic spots she had down as a ‘must-see’. The research had been done yesterday while passing through Circular Wharf. “Is there a bus, and where do we catch it?” The answer was “No worries… Number 333 goes from the end of the block here.”
So, our second day started much like our first. We walked across the Pyrmont Bridge, braving the winds that were at least pushing the clouds away. (Brollies were unlikely to cut it, even if we did catch some of the wet stuff.)
A diversion beckoned on the way to the bus. Our route yesterday had taken us past a magnificent looking building next to the stop where we boarded a tram to Circular Wharf. While we had no intention of doing the same today, the Queen Victoria Building (or QVB, as it is known locally) looked to be worth a peek inside.
Occupying an entire city block, the QVB houses over 180 of Sydney’s finest fashion boutiques, jewellery shops, cafés and restaurants. It’s been there since 1898, and is as splendid inside as its exterior.
You can see its appeal from the above. There are two sections like this, separated by the area under the central dome, and above each half hangs an elaborate timepiece. The detail and the mechanical animations are best observed from each of the upper balconies, but this will give you an idea of the scale and elaborate nature of one of them, known as the Great Australian Clock.
Elaine walked into a high-class jeweller’s shop and showed interest in a diamond and sapphire ring. They obviously confused her with Mrs Beckham, as the only way Elaine could escape (after 30 minutes) was to use the time-honoured technique of saying “I’ll just go and find my husband”.
We arrived at Circular Wharf just in time to wave goodbye to a Bondi Bus, but only had a ten-minute wait before another showed up. The skyscrapers were soon left behind as we drove east through the suburbs for thirty minutes, thankful that the rain had not yet put in an appearance.
I’d like to say Bondi lived up to expectations, but let’s face it, the expectations (mine) were not set very high. The weather was not on its best behaviour, it was the start of Autumn, and neither of us had brought a surf board. But it was a nice stretch of beach.
Not as pale and fine-grained as Glenelg, the sand was still appealing, while it appeared the water could still draw a few keen surfers.
But the beach interlude was necessarily brief, as neither of us had remembered to bring the factor 50 or even a towel, so we browsed the few shops opposite the promenade instead. Which was when the rain appeared with a vengeance.
Shivering in the shelter of a café serving coffee with cheese and ham paninis, we decided we’d seen all we needed of Bondi, and made a dash for the next bus back to the CBD. The rain did its damage just before we boarded the 333, and drifted on elsewhere to find more victims – leaving us half an hour or so to dry out and then ponder our route into Chinatown.
We alighted at Hyde Park (no, not that one) and headed south and west until my mental compass and the proliferation of oriental symbols told us we’d reached our destination.
Exploration of an indoor market kept us occupied for at least an hour, especially the assortment of Asian ‘street food’ on offer, but we eventually settled on an authentic Chinese family-run restaurant. The friendly smiles won us over – as well as the temptation of dishes of duck and beef, with noodles and proper China tea. Filling? Tick. Tasty? Tick. Doggy bag? Sadly, no.
We wandered north again, in the direction of Darling Harbour. There’s a Chinese Friendship Garden here – all very feng shui and lovely, but there’s a charge to go in and only half an hour until they close – maybe another time. Instead we continued through Tumbalong Park, which combines grassy lawns with fountains and unusual water features. Suitable for adults and children alike, it is a popular area for public relaxation, and with the wind and rain now a distant memory, we did as others were doing. Watch the water flow this way. Open the gate. Now the water flows that way. Close this one. R-e-l-a-x.
A female voice carried across the air in song. Somewhere nearby a girl strummed a guitar, soothing the whole of Darling Harbour with her melodies. We walked on, taking in the ambience by daylight – so different from the firework spectacle two nights ago. Almost every bar was indulging in Happy Hour, and we found a seat with a view at one with a longer hour than others: white wine at $5 a (large) glass… Dusk was not deterred by the occasional flurry of rain, and neither was our female songstress. Maybe just one more?
Manly Beach
Crossing the Harbour, Manly pursuits raise the temperature -and something is going viral…
Tuesday 17th March 2020. St Patrick’s Day. But one like no other in history. Last night we heard the first nervous twitches about the growing threat of a coronavirus. Our airline (Emirates) sent us an email, assuring customers of their vigilance and flexibility. Family members reported of a situation at home that was “changing by the hour”, and then news broke from Ireland: all their pubs and bars were now shut. Hey, this thing might just be getting serious…
But this was to be our last full day in Sydney, and after carefully considering her list, Elaine decided we should go to Manly. Several reasons for this: a) more than one person had recommended we go there, b) it would involve a ferry crossing of the harbour, thus providing a different perspective, and c) as it was some distance away, it would be best to have the maximum amount of time at our disposal to explore. So back to Circular Wharf we went.
We were lucky enough to be just in time to board a fast ferry, and find a sheltered spot at the rear of the boat. It gave me the opportunity to capture a view of the Opera House that we could only get from the seaward side, then the ferry speeded up on its twenty-minute voyage.
The approach into Manly Cove was picturesque to say the least. A mini headland flanked the bay with sundry pleasure craft anchored all around, and the ferry slowed its approach to a much smaller wharf than we had left a short while ago. The atmosphere was consciously laid-back – the Manly trademark, as we were to discover.
I’d studied a map before we arrived, so I knew Manly straddled a narrow neck of land leading to a higher point known as North Head. Our focus was the main beach on the opposite side from the wharf, and after the cool wind buffeting our ferry, we were experiencing genuine heat for the first time since arriving in Sydney. Once we’d reached the end of the pedestrianised shopping street, a place serving ice cream had already caught our eye, plus another serving iced coffees. As for the beach, well – yes. Bigger and better than Bondi!
Our energy already felt sapped by the unexpected higher temperature, so we sat for a while, taking in the hustle and bustle of a busy promenade. We were lucky to find a seat, and once there I set about the technical demands of trying to photograph the surfing community among others.
Elaine decided it was time for a change. Leaving me to play photographer, she went back into the shopping centre and reappeared wearing a new T-shirt. The clouds were thinning, the wind dropping, and the bikinis self-evident. What a contrast to Bondi Beach, where wet-suits were all the rage – and I don’t just mean the surfers…
We did take a gentle stroll along the sweep of the bay, followed by a leisurely amble back to the ferry wharf. The purpose of this was to find something to eat. Elaine had checked out some street food vendors when we’d alighted off the boat, and it looked perfect for a shared punnet of mixed salad that we could take away and enjoy at a bench in the sunshine.
Each of us found the fare on offer very tasty – but then Elaine spotted something even tastier: some topless hunky men…
Manly has a lot of water-based clubs – surfing, sailing, rowing, swimming etc – and it seems likely this lot were a club act. They soon put their man-boobs away and entered the water to swim out to a boat moored about a hundred metres offshore. Where they went after that, I have no idea. Was this some training with the Olympics in mind?
Our own interests were more leisurely, involving ice cream, another T-shirt (for me) and Happy Hour. This last spent at a bar near to where we’d spotted the hunky guys (in case they returned).
They didn’t.
The nice thing about sipping cold beer in warm sunshine is that it gives you an opportunity to think. We worked out that, if we caught the fast ferry back again by around 5.30, we could get back to Darling Harbour in time for another leisurely drink at last night’s bar and enjoy their Happy Hour… (No, we’re not alcoholics. We just like people-watching. Honest!)
Regretfully, we left Manly behind with fond memories. The sunshine and the pace of life seemed to have seeped into our psyches, and this part of our adventure had indeed been about relaxing Aussie style. What a g’day…
Now here’s a coincidence: when you travel halfway across the world for a trip of a lifetime, you don’t expect to bump into one of your neighbours. That’s not exactly what happened here, but it’s pretty close. There we were, sitting at the bar in Darling Harbour as planned, when Elaine overheard what sounded like a Lancashire accent from a table behind her. Her inquisitive nature got the better of her, and she struck up a conversation.
We learned the couple came from Blackpool, around twenty miles away from where we lived. Even more unusual, the guy used to live in our home town of Longridge! It was by talking to them that we learned more about the growing threat of the coronavirus.
Their own holiday had already taken in Perth and Melbourne, and they were shortly heading to Bali, but were concerned that new travel restrictions might curtail their plans. The latest news we heard was of five deaths in Australia from a disease originating in China. Five! How did that compare to deaths from crossing the road – or normal influenza? Surely this whole thing was being blown out of proportion. No need to lose sleep over rumours like that!
We were soon to re-consider…
Barangaroo, and back to Adelaide
Yoga on The Rocks, a social encounter, changes of plan – and freaks on the street…
Wednesday 18th March 2020. It’s back to Adelaide today – but there’s a snag: Our return flight has been put back a little (not for the first time), and transferred to another airline. As a result, we’ve had to cancel the shuttle bus that should have met us at the airport. We’ll have to rely on a public bus to get us into the CBD instead, but at this end we do have a private shuttle arranged to take us to Sydney’s airport, for a similar charge as we’d have had to pay to sufficiently top-up our Opal cards.
Our journey would start from the hotel at 3.30, leaving us a few hours to kill. There’s a relatively new attraction opened near the Harbour Bridge, and with a name like “Barangaroo” it had to be worth investigating. The walk there took a familiar path, although we only found the entrance after seeking help from a guy who worked there. The Barangaroo Reserve is a green and pleasant stretch of parkland celebrating Sydney’s indigenous heritage. We began by watching a short movie concerning aboriginal culture handed down to present inhabitants. But not a didgeridoo in sight. Afterwards, we wandered along a path at the edge of the harbour until we saw a small group of people posing for photographs in front of The Bridge. They hailed from South Africa, but had the same gregarious nature as the Aussies. Somehow Elaine was inspired to pose too – displaying her yoga skills at balancing on one leg. (I’m told it’s actually called “The Tree”.)
The heat was rising, so we sought the shady side of the street to find our way across to The Rocks, and to the Italian restaurant where we had been serenaded on Sunday night. This time we enjoyed a pizza, but also a conversation with a fellow diner whose cruise around the coast of Australia had just been cut short. She would be flying back to Oregon in the States tomorrow, another victim of cancellations caused by the spreading coronavirus. Her news made us grateful that (so far) our own plans were proceeding much as planned.
Our final destination in Sydney was a tram journey away down George Street. We got off at Chinatown and walked a short way to a large indoor space called Paddy’s Markets that (to us) seemed disappointingly quiet, with many stalls closed. Some of the stallholders were voicing concerns about their businesses if something called “self-isolation” took off, but there were still plenty of fruit, vegetables, clothing and souvenirs on offer. Then curiously we saw our Blackpool neighbours from last night. Their plans had also been changed. Bali was off, and their travel agent had advised them to return straight to the UK by the first available flight.
Oh dear…
Returning to the Woolbrokers to meet our airport transport, we had plenty to think about. Up until this morning our “trip of a lifetime” had been exactly that. Now it appeared threatened by an early curtailment. But with the rest of our belongings hundreds of miles away in Delamere, we had little choice than to continue with our plans until we were reunited with our luggage. Neither Emirates nor our own travel agent had made contact with alternative advice, and I was due to email them on Friday to confirm our return journey at their own request. All we could do was to stick to our itinerary until then, and hope for the best.
So, then we had another surprise.
Sometimes the unexpected brings good news. Upon arriving at the airport, we had to find the check-in desk for Virgin Australia, as we had been unable to use the online service when our booked flight had been transferred from TigerAir. The girl at the desk was cheery and helpful – and then offered to put our (overweight) bags in the hold, free of charge! Ker-ching… The experience got even better on board, with a bright and chatty flight attendant handing out complimentary savoury snacks with a glass (or two) of wine. Well done Virgin Australia!
And farewell to Sydney.
Our seats were middle and window, but in the aisle seat was another guy who, for the most part of the flight, sat quietly with his ear-buds linked to his iPhone. But later we got to talk and found he was meeting his new girlfriend in Adelaide, and this would be his first visit there. We were able to offer our own recommendations for places to visit. Then we discovered he was a self-proclaimed “social media star”. His name was Koray Kuroz, and his website (www.koraykuroz.com) bears some investigation!
The flight had left late, and arrived in Adelaide around 8.30 pm. We found ourselves running for a bus and caught it just in time, dropping off in the heart of the CBD with a short walk to our final motel of the trip: the Adelaide Paringa.
With dusk falling rapidly, we were surprised at the warmth in the air. It almost felt oppressive, and after another conversation through a door intercom, we were relieved to reach our room and turn on the air conditioning. It was an upgrade on the Woolbrokers, but we would only have the one night to enjoy the comfort. And after depositing our bags there, our immediate need was alcoholic. Where might we find a cold beer?
I’d chosen the Paringa for its central location as much as its price. We were on Hindley Street, just off King William Street with Rundle Mall opposite. Our first impressions of the city at night were a little off-putting. A group of teenage boys were crossing the road as we arrived, one of them barefoot, and the words that leapt to mind were “street urchins”. All the shops were shut, very few people about, and we found ourselves walking back up Hindley Street to a bar just round the corner from our motel.
This had the quaint English-style name of “The Little Pub”, but there was very little resemblance to anything we’d seen at home – especially in these temperatures. Elaine found a table outside while I ordered the beers, and when I brought them out to her, she was already being chatted up by one of three men at the next table. “Anyone gives you any trouble, I’ll sort them out for you. There’s a lot of freaks round Hindley Street.” He spotted the beer in our glasses. “West End? That’s shit beer, mate.”
A toast to all the freaks of Hindley Street, then. It was small comfort to see “The Little Pub” was just across the road from the Police Station. So, we stuck to just one beer each and legged it back to our room as quickly as dignity allowed.
Adelaide, and back to The Cape
Hot deals on the Market, new rules on the bus, and the keys to the Jackaroo!
Thursday 19th March 2020. Tonight, the Veales were due back in Delamere, but that meant relying on public transport again – while our bus wouldn’t leave Adelaide until 3.30 pm. It was another hot day, and we left our bags at the Paringa while we made the most of the next six or so hours.
The priority was to book our places on the bus to Cape Jervis at Franklin Street, ten minutes’ walk away. Grateful to be on the shady side of the street, we were also relieved to find an air-conditioned bus station with another friendly Aussie behind the counter. She talked us through the booking, and told us where to wait and when. Then it was a short walk across the road to our first stop of the day: Central Market.
While the Sydney version had been quiet and disappointing, Adelaide’s was seemingly bigger and better in every way. Focused around food, the stalls were packed with colourful and quality displays of unusual and exotic fruit, pastries, meat and vegetables, cheese and yoghurt – with some tempting cafés serving breakfast. We lingered longer than expected, spoiled for choice before settling for an English-style fry-up with HP Sauce… Wisely, we kept to half-portions, as we’d learned that full Aussie plates were not calorie-controlled.
Our reluctant exit took us through the Chinese area next door, where Elaine spotted a jewellery stall. After a thorough investigation, and a battle negotiating a neurotic credit card machine, she walked away with a silver chain costing us/me 17 Aussie dollars (c £8.50).
The shady side of King William Street saw us returning to Elder Park and a fresher breeze by the river – but not before Elaine seized an opportunity to add another yoga demonstration to her portfolio. (This one’s called “Warrior”)
Beer o’clock comes early on hot days. The walk since breakfast had been both scenic and beneficial for our health, but other facilities beckoned, so we returned to the bustling streets that sprung south of North Terrace.
This attractive building (Beehive Corner) stands at the westerly end of Rundle Mall, near to the Paringa. We wanted to stay close to the motel, as we would need to return there by 2.30 to collect our bags. Remembering a street bar we’d used on our last visit, we strode up the Mall and had the undivided attention of two bartenders mourning a quiet day.
We stopped briefly in K-Mart (Australia’s bargain department store), then continued our browsing in the more attractive and historic Adelaide Arcade.
This was a place I’d spotted on our last visit, but time had been too short. Note the animals forming part of the heraldic crest above the portico. (Questions may be asked later) The Arcade has been around since 1885, and while it has survived the ravages of time pretty well (and a serious fire), it still maintains a distinctly classy appearance. That’s despite being split into two levels with some major re-designs at some point in the twentieth century.
But time was pressing, so we returned to the Paringa to wheel our bags back to the cooler ambience of Franklin Street Bus Station.
Boarding the Sealink bus to Cape Jervis was our first proper introduction to restrictions resulting from the spread of the coronavirus. Passengers had to keep their distance. Every other seat had a cross taped on it, and we were told we must all sit individually, by the windows. So, I sat behind Elaine. No worries – it seemed like a novel idea, and gave us each a good view of the scenery for our two-hour trip.
Our driver Tony told us there would be only four stops during the journey to the Kangaroo Island Ferry Terminal at the Cape – the fourth one being ours. These were all scheduled around individual bookings, either to pick up or drop off. I was impressed with the whole business, relaxing into a comfortable leather seat where I could forget about driving and appreciate my surroundings. We followed the coast south and onto the Fleurieu Peninsula, through townships like Yankalilla and Normanville with which we already felt familiar. Then we passed Sue Mac’s place at Delamere before descending to the Cape.
Our stop was outside the Cape Jervis Tavern, chosen because the due time (5.30 pm) coincided with the Community Club being open. The regular Thursday night session would bring Sue Mac, Lyn and Linc, and Lillian and Alan Cole together, and we could meet them at the Clubhouse, two minutes’ walk from the Tavern. It was another perfectly executed plan – we’d only wheeled our bags about fifty metres when we spotted Lyn approaching in their car. As we flagged her down, Linc pulled up from the opposite direction in their older car – a 4WD, fondly known as “The Jackaroo”.
Here was another example of Aussie generosity: knowing we only had a rental car for a week, yet we’d be staying at Delamere for another few days, Linc had kindly offered to lend us the Jackaroo. It would give us some independence, as otherwise we would be reliant on Sue Mac for transport in an area where a car was essential. Tonight, all we had to do was put our bags in the back and drive to Sue’s.
It felt good to be with our friends again, and to be welcomed by familiar smiling faces – our adopted home community. It also helped to sit down to a nourishing meal of home-cooked chicken carbonara, washed down with a glass or two of wine, and catch up on the news. The charity lawnmower racing had been held while we were in Sydney, although not everything had gone as expected. Sue had to slip away for part of the evening for an inquest, as she was part of the organising committee.
We were getting to know a wider circle of the locals – Lorraine, Kay, Robert and Moira – and now two more faces we’d not met before. Wally and his wife Alvie had driven all the way from Alice Springs, in the very heart of Australia. The thousand-mile journey would be pretty punishing for most of us, but while this couple were both reputed to be in their nineties(!), they took it in their stride. Wally is a retired road-train driver, accustomed to hauling huge loads across the country over many years, and he had a host of stories to tell about his experiences.
But now it was my turn to focus on driving again. After the well-lit hall where we made our farewells, the car park seemed pitch-black. We found the Jackaroo from memory of where Linc had left it earlier, and Elaine and I climbed inside. It was still black as pitch until Elaine found the light-switch above our heads. This was just the first of several hurdles we’d to negotiate before we found ourselves back safely on the road. Turning on the ignition was straightforward enough – it was, after all, in the same place as all the other vehicles I’d driven. But certain things were different: a) it was a diesel vehicle, b) it had a manual gearbox while I’d got used to driving automatics, and c) Linc had left it in gear. It didn’t help that my feet had now completely forgotten what to do when faced with three pedals. Which one was the clutch again?
Having re-discovered reverse gear and found the headlights, I did eventually manage to point us in the right direction. Driving that switchback road with all its inclines and swooping descents, but without the assistance of streetlights, was an adventure in itself, so it was with some relief that we reached Sue Mac’s house unscathed around twenty minutes later. Re-united with our belongings, as well as with Lizzie and Kato, it felt just like home.
Rapid Bay
Testing our wheels, unwelcome news, a special dish for Elaine –and some friendly emus!
Friday 20th March 2020. With our base at Sue Mac’s re-established, it was time to try and resolve the question of our return flight(s) to the UK. We were nine and a half hours ahead of London time, so the best we could do this morning was what the agent (Travel Trolley) had originally suggested: send them an email at least 72 hours before our flight to confirm arrangements. Then all we could do was wait.
Linc and Lyn’s generosity had put a car at our disposal, so today we could tick off the last place on my personal family history list: Rapid Bay. Seventy years ago, my parents had a rare opportunity to visit a nearby beach when one of my Dad’s work colleagues offered them a lift in his vehicle. The journey was only a few kilometres, not much further than our route today, but walking there in 1950 would have been a huge ask. The Bay is not large, featuring not one but two jetties and a stretch of sand and shingle, but it also has a place in South Australian history. In 1836 it was the first part of the mainland on which British sailors landed prior to Holdfast Bay (Glenelg), where Colonel Light chose the spot to build Adelaide.
The older jetty was built for shipping to take away limestone ore from a quarry close to the shore, but mining ceased there toward the end of the twentieth century.
The jetty fell into disrepair, and a second one was built alongside for the principal use of fishermen. Today it is a popular spot for catching squid, as evidenced by the inky black marks on the concrete slab surface. We were told this by a guy hoping to catch some from the two lines he had already cast. When we spoke, he had only managed to catch two fish called leatherjackets, full of bones and therefore thrown back. I hope we changed his luck.
Trailing across to the opposite side of the Bay, we were drawn toward a huge cave in the cliff. By the look of the graffiti inside it was clearly a popular place, but mindful of stories about people getting caught by high tides, we didn’t linger.
Instead we returned to the car before stopping again only a short way along the road out of Rapid Bay. I’d spotted something that looked familiar on the way in, and wanted to make a closer inspection.
Going to the cinema in 1950 was easy enough if you lived in a town or city. Often there were multiple choices of ‘picture house’. But in the country? Smaller communities often used multi-purpose halls to set up a projector and screen for specific occasions, and the Veales had evidently enjoyed such an experience at Rapid Bay because my mother wrote about it in one of her letters. Lillian Cole had also confirmed the existence of such a hall at Rapid Bay in a letter sent to me a few years ago – with a photo of the building that had also served time as a village school. This was what I’d recognised. No Dolby sound or Cinemascope – but it must have made for marvellous escapism at the time.
I was finding the Jackaroo easier to handle now, and so we decided to drive twenty minutes up the road and do some shopping at Yankalilla (or “Yank” as it’s known locally). We’d been invited back to Linc’s tonight for a special supper, and needed extra supplies. What we hadn’t banked on was an extra surprise:
An email pinged its arrival on my phone as we put our shopping in the car. Emirates had just cancelled our return flights, suggesting we contact our travel agent to make alternative arrangements. It was a shock, although not entirely unexpected, after recent events. I did as they suggested (by a second email) as soon as we got back to Sue Mac’s.
We needed a diversion. I found one just a short walk away. To wind the narrative back a little, it had been just a week ago that Elaine and I saw our first wild kangaroo. This time yesterday we had seen another as a graphic illustration on the wall above the Adelaide Arcade. It had been paired up in a coat of arms with another native Australian animal: an emu. And two of these enormous birds were apparently living in a field across the road. So, we went to meet them.
Let me explain something here. This is a sizeable field that contains a small number of sheep, as well as two emus, so these were not wild. We had spotted one or both birds while driving past, but we were curious what they might be like close up. Were they timid creatures? Did they spit? (Oh, sorry – that’s llamas…) Our verdict: not timid. They appeared as curious about us as we were about them. Oh, and one of them had a sheep as a minder. Honest – best pals. Don’t they have gorgeous eyes?
To the Cape for supper. This one had been promised for months, and it was in Elaine’s honour – crayfish. Linc is a keen fisherman, and has been known to catch the little critters when out in a friend’s boat. He let this slip in an email last year, and as Elaine is keen on shellfish, he’d promised to keep one in the freezer until our visit here. While the rest of us ‘made do’ with sausages and potato salad, Elaine tucked in to her own special plateful, washed down with something chilled and alcoholic.
At 6.30 pm local time it would be 9.00 am in London, and there was a reasonable chance of being able to speak personally to a travel agent and follow up on my earlier emails. The phone conversation was reassuring. While someone would investigate all options and get back to me within twenty-four hours, the initial reaction was that they could re-route us on the same day next week, probably by making an extra connection at Perth.
But as Big Sister Sue had already told me, the situation was changing rapidly. We slept easier that night, unaware how much worse the situation would get.
Urimbirra and Victor Harbor
Furry critters close-up, lunch at the Grosvenor, and tons of granite…
Saturday 21st March 2020. Travel Trolley had been busy overnight. We woke to an email suggesting alternative arrangements for our UK return. We were no longer looking at a route via Perth on Wednesday, but Melbourne next Friday. The television news here had intimated borders were likely to be closing soon, and that foreign nationals should look to make return arrangements as soon as possible. Our email response was therefore to ask if there might be an earlier flight, but otherwise we would be happy to take their offer. With the UK now asleep, we would have to be patient and wait for the next response.
There was plenty to occupy us in the meantime. Our evening at the Barringtons last night had concluded with plans made for the next three days, assuming that our stay in Australia was drawing to a close. Today, Linc and Lyn would be collecting us in their car and driving to Victor Harbor again. Sitting in the passenger seat was an opportunity I appreciated, and allowed me to spot something at the side of the road I felt needed an explanation: two microwave ovens mounted on poles near the entrances to adjoining properties. “Mail boxes,” said Linc. “Of course,” I acknowledged. “Good idea.” These Aussies…
Our first stop was the Urimbirra Wildlife Park, a small zoo on the outskirts of town that features only animals and birds native to Australia. And yes – that is a crocodile in the picture above, but it’s not real. Instead, have a look at a koala…
Now this one is real, and if you’ve never had a close encounter of the furred kind, let me assure you they really are cute. But as their keeper warned us, get between them and their lunch, and you’ll look at them very differently. So, watch your fingers, little girl…
I could fill this chapter with any number of stories from our morning at Urimbirra. I could tell you about the macaw that tried to chat up Elaine the moment we walked in, or how much larger kookaburras seem close-up. There were some real crocs too, and a shy wombat snuggling undercover. We saw dingoes and ducks, snakes and lizards, and cockatoos and cassowaries. But most of all, we saw kangaroos.
I have to say that, for two Brits who struggled to catch sight of a single roo for a whole week after arriving in Australia, walking into an open space and being surrounded by the critters was a surreal experience. The Urimbirra guys are accustomed to humans, of course, and Linc wisely spent a dollar on a bag of feed that guaranteed the interest of a few teenagers. What you don’t see in these pictures is the sheer number of kangaroos spread around the whole park. I would estimate there were over a hundred in the immediate vicinity.
Everyone loves a Joey. Here’s one who dared to pop his head out of mum’s pouch at feeding time – although he seemed more interested in the ducks than us.
And finally, here’s one guy who gave us his impression of Beyoncé…
That single morning wandering around a small park prompted so many photographs that I used up my camera batteries. As we parked up in Victor (Harbor) for lunch at the Grosvenor Hotel, I made a quick detour to a battery shop (“Not Just Batteries” said the tell-tale sign outside) and amazed the proprietor by telling him my camera took AA size. “Never come across that before” he said, disappointed he couldn’t sell me something more specialised – and expensive.
We noted that the town seemed a little quiet. News reports about “the virus” were starting to make an impact, and further restrictions on movement were expected on Monday. We needed to make the most of the freedom we currently enjoyed, starting with lunch. After our previous experience of dining at the Grosvenor, we were again pleased to see plates dwarfed by their contents (a prawn salad and three chicken schnitzels).
Linc proclaimed he was not a walker. If the hotel toilets had been any further away, he’d have gone by car. But we managed to persuade him to take a gentle stroll across the causeway to the Island. Perhaps he should have used this, but it was going in the wrong direction.
There’s a reason it’s called Granite Island, and Linc and I had a close look at some information boards before impressing our wives with a technical observation.
“That’s a lot of granite, there, Linc. How many tons do you suppose that lot weighs?”
“Oh, I’d say about 192,000, wouldn’t you?”
“Give or take a boulder, yeah.”
On top of the Island there are several intriguing sculptures and wind-blasted rocks, but mindful of the heroic sacrifice in shoe-leather my friend had already made, we kept our visit short and headed back to civilisation.
Delamere Church
Service with a smile, a baker's dozen - and here’s mud in your eye!
Sunday 22nd March 2020. Travel continued to dominate our thoughts last night, taking in the television news and communications from home. So, waking to an email from our agent telling us there were no earlier flights available, and all they could offer was the Melbourne one next Friday, we responded with a firm “Okay, go ahead.”
Today we had been invited to attend morning service. This meant a lot to me, as it was the website for this particular church I had once approached with a view to learning more about my parents’ time in Delamere. Mum had referred to it in a letter: “I did miss Easter so much, it is not observed at all here, though I suppose it would be in the towns and maybe in the tiny church at Delamere if we could have got there.” Five years earlier, Linc had been the first to respond to my email enquiry, describing himself as “the secretary among other things”. Now he was welcoming us to the building itself. How envious would my mum have been?
The church is indeed tiny, over 160 years old and nestling in a beautiful little valley just off the main road to the Cape. We were among the first to arrive, and I was delighted when Lyn gave me the honour of pulling on the rope leading up into the bell tower. It was a tradition to call the residents to service that way, and I couldn’t help wondering if that unique sound had carried across the fields to my mother seventy years ago.
Around a dozen of us almost filled the small space inside, where the furnishings were deliberately modest. The small organ would remain silent, as the lady who normally played it was poorly – but fortunately not with the virus. So, the lay preacher’s husband had brought his acoustic guitar, and he led the singing of hymns that were largely strange to Elaine and I. But the volume of noise! It was impossible not to feel emotional here, in what was probably the oldest and most charming little church in South Australia, caught up in the fervour of a community that made us so welcome.
There were readings from the Old Testament and from the Gospels, referring to the miracle of Jesus curing a blind man. The bible tells us he did this by first daubing the man’s eyes with mud, and then washing it off. Not a bad analogy for the present world affliction, suggesting we will only recover once we have endured some rough treatment. It was also interesting to note this biblical reference as the apparent source of the expression “Here’s mud in your eye!”
The Christian message continued after the service, next door in the hall, over a welcome cup of tea. We were all invited to take home donations of baked goodies (croissants, doughnuts, bread and hot cross buns) that the lay preacher and her husband had brought over from a bakery near their home in Aldinga, thirty miles away. One touch of sadness prevailed: due to government restrictions about to be imposed on social gatherings, this would be the last church service for the foreseeable future.
Elaine and I learned a little more about the history of the buildings, and how the kitchen area had once served as the stables for the minister’s horse! If my mum had managed to attend a service in 1950, the little church would have looked very similar to her, minus the addition of a front porch.
We said our goodbyes, confident that we would soon be on our way back to the UK. Shaking hands with these friendly locals, we had no idea that such a normal gesture was about to become something taboo.
Our afternoon would be spent in quiet relaxation, allowing Kato to establish his new-found ability to befriend Elaine by jumping onto her lap. Another miracle?
On the flip side, there would be no more positive information about travel. Not for a long time.
Kangaroo Island
Impressions of a burnt island, changes of plan, more Aussie kindnesses - and an all-night vigil…
Monday 23rd March 2020. The news this morning was not good – because there wasn’t any. Were we flying on Friday or not? We just didn’t know, because there had been nothing further overnight from Travel Trolley. We remained positive, as after all, we only had to confirm we were happy with their alternative arrangements – and we’d done that. It was time for our latest excursion, and this was one I had been particularly looking forward to. Today we would be joining Linc and Lyn on a ferry trip to Kangaroo Island.
Earlier in our travels, Elaine had discovered this was an island sufficient in size to support humans as well as kangaroos. It was easy to affirm from the Cape, where we could see a stretch of land towards the horizon. But being from the UK, I wondered how it compared geographically with anything I might recognise back home. Was it bigger than the Isle of Wight, for example? Or Anglesey off the coast of North Wales? So, I Googled it.
The answer is that Kangaroo Island covers 4,405 square kilometres. To put it in perspective to a Brit, that is equal to the Isles of Man and Anglesey added together, plus the whole of Lancashire! A sizeable chunk of rock indeed.
Linc had organised our trip weeks ago. Some friends from Adelaide were taking their caravan onto the Island for a short break, and had volunteered to loan their car to Linc so he would not need to take his own over for the day. Besides enjoying a pre-booked lunch in a pub near the ferry terminal, that meant we could travel a bit further and see more of what the Island had to offer. All sounded very promising.
After a warm and pleasant day on Sunday, the weather had brought a little cloud cover on an easterly wind, and the temperature was down to 17 degrees. We saw an occasional “white horse” streaking the surface of the sea as we descended the last hill down to the Cape, but the forecast was for calmer weather. It was our turn to drive Linc and Lyn the short journey to the ferry terminal, where we joined a sprinkling of other foot passengers waiting for the ten o’clock ferry. The virus was clearly keeping numbers down at a time when a boost from visitors was desperately needed. Barely two months had passed since bushfires had devastated three quarters of the Island (imagine the whole of Lancashire consumed by flames).
A few of the staff at the Sealink terminal were on nodding terms with Linc and Lyn, neighbours perhaps, or just people who recognised “the regulars”. Each of us noting the subtle changes affecting this part of the world, where signs now cautioned us to stay 1.5 metres apart. At the sales counter extra precautions were in place over the handling of money – cards the preferred choice. Some aspects of retail once heavily promoted; now no longer evident. The collective impressions making it impossible not to feel wary of what was happening around us. On board the ferry, familiar stripy vinyl tapes blanked off some seats around the refreshment area, although we were told this was to encourage passengers to sit near the back of the boat. (During the last crossing, several had fallen victim to seasickness in mop and bucket fashion.) While the Barringtons and Veales were seasoned sailors, we still took care in choosing our (socially distant) seating.
Fortune favours the brave, they say, and our crossing was uneventful apart from one major disappointment: halfway across Linc received a phone call from the pub at Penneshaw where the ferry would dock, and where we were booked for lunch. They’d had to cancel it, as Government restrictions meant closing completely from noon today. Bugger!
Our plans needed urgent revision, as we were expecting to meet the Adelaide friends at the pub. Instead, once communication was established, we managed to rendezvous with Peter and Ann at a lovely “shabby chic” coffee shop called Milly Mae’s Pantry. The coffee was excellent, but we were put on notice that, if we wanted food, we had to order it before twelve…
With less than an hour to curfew, our table for six made the democratic decision that the preferred option for lunch would be fish and chips. Takeaway was the only option for food outlets now, and we’d just walked past a place round the corner we were confident would be open for business.
Penneshaw is, if anything, a smaller community than Cape Jervis, but nonetheless picturesque. After our six polystyrene-boxed meals had been collated, we found an ideal place, sheltered from the prevailing wind, next to a small marina. The quaintly named Christmas Cove provided an idyllic lunchbreak before the four of us took off in Peter and Ann’s wheels.
Linc was aiming to be back in time for the 3.30 pm ferry, so we would only have an opportunity to see a small amount of the island, and none of what we would see had been impacted by bushfires. It was the western and middle section that had suffered the most, with people’s livelihoods and thousands of animals lost. Nature was doing its best to restore new growth, but it would take years to bring Kangaroo Island back to where it was at the end of 2019 – always assuming it escaped any further fires of the ferocity seen in January.
For our part, we could relax and enjoy the scenery of the eastern end, with just the one main road leading us toward the centre past low-lying scrub, and through a parade of gum trees.
This stretch is similar to many other parts of K I, and it was not difficult to imagine how fire could spread so easily in hot, tinder-dry conditions. Strong coastal winds had fanned the flames, carrying them from branch to branch. Alan Cole told me the original source of the fire had been quite small, and was not considered to be serious enough at first. How wrong they were.
We took a brief diversion south to Pennington Bay, through rolling sand dunes where every effort was being made to preserve the natural habitat.
Then we continued on past Prospect Hill, one of the highest points on K I, before bearing north again to the place where Peter and Ann were camping: American River. It’s another quiet little community with tourist facilities and a boat-building facility by a peaceful cove, popular with wild pelicans.
Curiously, the place was named in part after some American sealers who operated in the neighbourhood in the early nineteenth century, but the area is simply a natural inlet on the coast. There is NO river, and no-one seems to know how it got that part of its name!
Time was getting short, so we re-traced our route back to Penneshaw. I had mixed feelings about what we had seen. Knowing how badly K I had been affected by fire, it was almost a disappointment to have only explored a part of it that remained untouched. But Elaine and I had come across some small areas on our visit to Robe that suffered from the flames, and we had all witnessed the news footage in January. Every ferry crossing seemed to include heavy plant vehicles and materials intended to help re-build communities that had not been as lucky as American River, and we could only hope that one day we might have an opportunity to return, in happier circumstances.
Another alteration to our schedule lay ahead. We returned in plenty of time for the 3.30 ferry, only to find it had been cancelled. With over ninety minutes to wait for the next one, we found Peter and Ann near Milly Mae’s and handed back the car keys before finding some liquid refreshment on what had become another warm day. We sat outside a closed establishment calling itself “The Fat Beagle”, but saw no evidence of its namesake while watching the world go by at a very unhurried pace.
We said goodbye to our kindly friends as we boarded the ferry back, although it was not to be the last time I would be in touch. It was only after dropping off Linc and Lyn at home that I discovered I had mislaid my glasses somewhere during the day. For the most part I had used my sunglasses, leaving my normal specs inside a pouch I had placed in the side pocket of a small backpack. When I hadn’t been carrying it, the bag had been left in the back of Peter’s car, and my immediate thought was it must have fallen out there. The word went out but, alas – to no avail. Could they have fallen out on the ferry? Linc would have a word.
Losing my specs was a nuisance, but it wasn’t to be a major source of interest compared to what we were about to discover. With no further news from our travel agent by email, we decided to phone them again and try to confirm what would happen on Friday. With Sue’s permission I used her landline to call Travel Trolley once office hours had been reached in the UK. “We’re in lockdown,” they told me. What the Hell did that mean? “Nothing is happening here. You’ll have to send an email to our emergency team at…”
It was the beginning of what would be a long night. The world had gone crazy. Flights had become things of fantasy, and travel agents were being hunted like prized rare specimens.
Elaine, Sue, Kato and Lizzie left me alone in the kitchen and went to bed. I hunkered down for the duration, reminding myself that UK time meant they were still only halfway through Monday. Surely someone would get back to me soon? I remained at my laptop, sending out questions that seemed to evaporate unanswered in the vague blackness of the internet.
Delamere
Locking down with the locals, flights of fancy, and fighting it on the beaches…
Tuesday 24th March to Sunday 29th March 2020. Tuesday morning. Tomorrow we should have been flying home. Today we should be packing, saying our goodbyes. Instead I was reeling from a sleepless night that left me with no clear idea on how we were going to get home. Suddenly, the UK seemed a bloody long way.
A little before midnight I had been given a glimmer of hope. An email from Travel Trolley asked for my contact details, indicating I could expect a phone call. But it was fake news. I spent the next few hours doing some much-needed housekeeping on the folders in my laptop. Not an easy task when you’re wearing sunglasses at 3 am. Then came another email: “no options for flights remained”, effectively telling me I now had to make my own arrangements. I was not a happy roo.
Drained of all energy, I shared our plight with Elaine at 6 am. Sleep had been a stranger to her too – the consequences of being stranded was not something either of us could push to the back of our minds. Now we really were dependent on the generosity of our Aussie hosts.
Later that day, having exhausted any further avenues of help from the British Consulate, we continued to batter both internet and telephone when Virgin Australia held out hope of a same day deal with a connection at Sydney from Etihad Airways. BOOKED! Paid for on credit card (2,000 AUD) … and then the flight was immediately cancelled… Our misery was compounded even further, spending another hour on the phone to claim a refund.
Two days later, twenty-four hours before our once re-scheduled flight with Emirates, I got an email from Qantas. They apologised for cancelling the leg that Travel Trolley had successfully re-booked from Adelaide to Melbourne, but they had good news… they’d got us on a later one the same day! Whoopee… Now I had a further call to make, explaining how Melbourne airport was no longer a desirable destination if there was no onward flight to the UK. To give the girl credit, she did try to find another airline operating in our favour, and she did sympathise with our lot. She was sheltering an American couple stranded just like us.
In the meantime, Sue Mac assured us she would not be throwing us out on the street. (Not for another month anyway.) Surely something would be done between the governments? Having worked for one for thirty years, and then seen the Boris Johnson school of diplomacy at work, I had serious doubts. But I kept them to myself. There was something for me to smile about though: my glasses had been found in Peter and Ann’s car after all. Lyn phoned me with the news that they were being sent over via Sealink, and then on Wednesday morning they brought them round for me. Aren’t Aussies wonderful?
So, what’s it like being stranded in Australia during this new thing called “lockdown”?
We faced the same restrictions as everyone else. While supermarkets and petrol stations remained open, pretty much everywhere else was closed. We couldn’t go anywhere, other than to exercise. While we could buy a bottle of beer from a licensed street vendor, we couldn’t open it until we got home. Takeaway food was available, but we faced at least a twenty-minute drive before we could re-heat it in the microwave. Having said that, we could walk on an amazing beach at Normanville (Normy).
There’s certainly something to be said for being able to walk barefoot along the water’s edge mile after mile, and only seeing a handful of people – at a discreet social distance. Finished off with a boysenberry-flavoured ice cream cone, naturally.
There were other issues to resolve as a result of being stranded abroad: Our car was sat in a car park at Manchester Airport, and we had no idea when we would be able to retrieve it, so I had to notify the company we’d booked with. Then Elaine had concerns about some medication she would run out of after another nine days. Sue Mac used her local influence and booked an appointment with her own doctor – but that would be subject to restrictions around social distancing. Apart from that, we were able to appreciate Sue’s two-acre sun-filled garden from the shelter of her porch.
On Saturday morning Elaine checked her phone and found an update from the UK government, advising British Nationals abroad to register their details with the British Consulate – something we had not been allowed to do on Tuesday. The invitation was intended for staff to compile personal details of every person stuck overseas, so that arrangements could be made for repatriation. News that Boris had now caught the virus failed to put us off – we still needed to get back somehow.
That simple action felt like a turning point. Our names were on a list somewhere out there. Let someone else take the strain!
Australia was moving toward Autumn, but it was happening gently. While the UK prepared for Spring weather by putting their clocks forward an hour that night, we found there was another week to go here – and that meant seven more official days of Summer. After a brief fall of rain overnight, Sunday afternoon brought warm sunshine on our shoulders, and we were back at the Cape to join Linc and Lyn for a walk on the beach.
Bearing in mind this is Linc’s idea of a walk, we were not heading for Normy this time. Instead, he drove the Jackaroo in 4WD mode down a cliff face to a place called Morgan’s Beach – a smaller stretch of sand, but very picturesque, and popular with the locals.
Compared to Normy, three sets of visitors enjoying the local ambience (each with their cars) almost made the place look crowded. It is a fine beach, surrounded by steep cliffs and ancient rocks similar to those we saw on Granite Island. As we neared the far end, Linc struck up a conversation with a guy fishing with two rods and lines. His partner, a girl of Asian origin, was sat nearby reading. Then we spotted a brightly coloured object being washed up at the shoreline.
“That’s a puffer fish,” said Linc. “Be careful. They’re extremely poisonous.” I kept my distance – but the Asian girl suddenly jumped up and ran towards it. That caused her partner to shout a warning, and she backed off after taking a photo on her phone. The guy turned to us and dropped his voice. “I have to watch her. Her kind will eat anything. They like any part of the fish – head, eyeballs, the lot!”
The afternoon continued with a close-up inspection of the nearby wind farm, providing another perspective of the dramatic northern coastline, and of Fisheries Beach to the south. The latter was once used to offload silver and lead ore from the Talisker Mine, but is now a protected area for wildlife around the point where the electricity cable goes under the sea to Kangaroo Island.
Scott Morrison (Australia’s PM) appeared on the TV that night, updating the nation (and guests) on the battle against the virus. He answered some tough questions from the media, giving heartfelt answers in a patient and straightforward manner. Could that ever happen in the UK?
We can only dream.
Delamere and Raywood
Confidence restored (of a sort), a nursery like no other, a stitch in time - and my very own Jackaroo…
Monday 30th March to Friday 3rd April 2020. Monday morning, and Elaine had her doctor’s appointment to secure her medication needs. But another incident dominated the day: news that heralded a change in our status as Brits Stranded Overseas. The British Consulate in Canberra had sent a generic email advising anyone of our ilk (BSO) that a deal had been struck with two airlines to provide commercial flights home from Australia. Clicking on a link in the email took us to a page where we could book direct – at a price. While I got busy enquiring online, Elaine and Sue drove off for the surreal experience of speaking to a doctor over the phone while parked outside his surgery.
On their return we were able to agree a plan of action: both of us could be booked on a flight back to the UK with Qatar Airways for the following Saturday. But it would cost around five thousand Australian dollars. It would all go on the credit card, of course – and our travel insurance would have to cover that. The important thing was we could get home.
Another landmark. Could we be confident that this booking wouldn’t be cancelled too? We kept reminding ourselves the link had come from a government-controlled source. (Hence the lack of confidence.) But as the week rolled on, we began to believe.
Especially when we hit a snag.
Next day, just when we’d downloaded the Qatar app: a flight change. Originally, we’d been told the first leg would be from Adelaide to Sydney via Qantas, with an hour and a half between landing there and departing for Doha on the first of our Qatar flights. Despite us needing to travel between two different terminals at Sydney, the timing was do-able. But not today, when Qatar announced they were bringing forward their flight by an hour.
It meant yet more lengthy phone calls for me, firstly to Qantas, and then to Qatar. I clamped the phone to my ear, mostly listening to something vaguely resembling music on a stuck record. During that time, Elaine marinated the meat for a curry, chopped a ton of onions and left my portion in the pan while she and Sue ate theirs. It was what they call “a learning curry”: Elaine had found Aussie’s curry powder comes in double strength… By the time I’d come off the phone with an earlier flight to Sydney as my reward, my wife was on her seventh glass of water. Cheers!
The situation had returned to “normal” next morning – a new month, and a subtle drop in temperature. Perhaps we could fit in another excursion before our customary walk on Normy beach? Both the Barringtons and Sue Mac had recommended we visit a local nursery. (Not the childish variety, but one filled with the sort of things that grow in soil.)
Raywood Nursery had the distinction of being completely outdoors, and situated in the midst of some of the thickest “bush” in the area. It was also well-hidden. The drive there took us along Three Bridges Road again, the surface turning to gravel as we took a turning south and east. Eventually we caught a glimpse of a signpost inviting us to plunge into something resembling a scene from Hansel & Gretel. One way in. Same way out but without the breadcrumbs.
There was no gingerbread house. The narrow track came out in a clearing near a picnic bench, with a splash of colourful foliage glimpsed through the stringybarks. Here was an autumnal delight: a kaleidoscope of gold, green, red and brown; all manner of trees and shrubs, many in pots to grab and go, and little paths inviting us to explore deeper into this enchanted forest.
We were not in a position to buy anything, although we did discover a little hut with an honesty box inviting us to help ourselves to hot drinks or locally-produced honey. Then we encountered the owner’s daughter, imaginatively named Rose. In conversation we found she had been pally with Sue Mac’s daughter Alison, the two of them having once indulged in unmentionable pursuits together… Now in retreat, helping her aging parents to run the Nursery, she encouraged us to browse further – whereupon we met the owner (her father), appropriately tending an area filled with roses, and an extremely large chicken.
Quentin introduced himself, and we learned how he had built the nursery from scratch in 1974, after inheriting a similar business near Adelaide from his father. We also met his wife Jenny, summoned using a local telegraph system peculiar to Raywood: shouting. Bearing in mind the size of the place, the family members had got used to hailing each other across the shrubbery, rather than adopting new technology. Oh, what a wonderful world!
Our experiences of Australian life were drawing to a close. After leaving the country on Saturday we would have spent a full month here, rather than just over three weeks as originally planned. There had been time to get to know people, and to have a more thorough understanding of local life and pastimes. While my original reasons for travelling halfway round the world had been family-oriented, the trip itself had brought so many more rewards. Both of us had grown to love Australia and its citizens, so being stranded here for longer was not a hardship. We would be sad to leave.
There are just two more events to note, so please excuse the more personal nature of these anecdotes. Like my sister, her namesake (and our hostess) is skilled with a sewing machine. Sue Mac has at least one room in the house dedicated to her craft, and had already given us the timely gift of two facemasks:
But I had one last favour to ask. Being blessed with a pair of skinny legs, I don’t tend to look good in shorts. They tend to flap around my thighs like an elephant’s ears (even without an African breeze) – so I’d been keeping my eyes open for a pair of tailored ones. Here we were, on our last full day in Australia with no clothes shops open, and a skilled seamstress on site. I had two similar-looking pairs of stone-coloured long pants with me. Could Sue take one and turn them into shorts that looked better? Of course she could! Bargain.
My ambition to test-drive this addition to my wardrobe by walking on a beach with Linc and Lyn was foiled by rain. Not just the drizzly stuff, but REAL rain – the kind that drenches you in seconds. We’d set off in the Jackaroo to meet at the Cape with only a passing shower to trouble us, but by the time we arrived the wipers were set to frantic, and we had to take shelter in the garage before tackling the twenty-foot dash into the house under the shelter of three umbrellas. Time to revise our plans – yet again.
Keeping our social distance in the Barrington’s garage-cum-barbecue-cum-play area was easy enough, so we let the wet stuff batter away at the roof and made the most of our last afternoon together. With the Jackaroo now back at base, the keys were handed over so that Linc could drive us back to Sue’s house. But he had another incredible surprise for us. This man is a retired police officer, and he has hidden talents. On previous visits I had spotted some colourful objects inside a cupboard with a glass door, and now Linc chose this moment to show me what they were – model cars made of wood, and he’d carved them all himself. The detail and the finish are stunning. See for yourself.
They are not intended as toys, but probably served as a craft to focus on toward the end of a career that was sometimes traumatic. I was mightily impressed, and then shaken by emotion when Linc asked me to pick one to take home. It’s not often words fail me, but…
That’s mine with the black roof, parked immediately behind the bright yellow convertible.
Want to know what I call it? “The Jackaroo”.
Homeward Bound
Where distance starts to hurt, and empty spaces are too crowded…
Saturday 4th to Sunday 5th April 2020. As journeys go, this one was going to stand out. I remember a lengthy one by coach, travelling back home from the Rhine Valley – and getting caught in traffic snarl-ups around London. I still shudder at the memory. This one would be so-o-o much longer…
It started with a couple of illegal hugs, saying goodbye to Sue Mac, Lizzie and Kato. She’d been a wonderful hostess, sharing her home with us for longer than anyone anticipated, and making us feel so welcome. Elaine had helped out with some meals, we’d done our own laundry, and I’d offered advice on computers and done some washing-up. We stripped the bed and tidied early that morning, so forever more Sue would refer to us as “my servants”. But it was an emotional farewell.
Our trio of cases (“The Three Bears”) had been packed, locked and labelled yesterday. Travelling by a different airline had increased our overall allowance by another ten kilos, but we were well within it, despite being laden with numerous souvenirs. Now the Bears cosied up in the back of Linc’s car, leaving Delamere promptly at 8.30 am. We faced almost a two-hour trip to the airport, a further two-hour flight to Sydney, a second of over fifteen hours to Doha, and a third of seven and a half hours to Manchester. Not to mention the hour-long drive home from there, and all the time spent waiting in airport lounges. We’d have experienced something similar if we’d flown home on 25th March – but what would it be like now, with social distancing measures in place, and the serious threat of picking up a deadly virus that had already encircled the world?
Linc took the scenic route – literally. Kangaroos bowed their heads in farewell as we swept past Carrickalinga and circled the reservoir at Myponga. Elaine blew them a kiss and wiped away a tear. We’d been close friends.
Approaching the City that sunny morning, it was plain the virus was keeping people off the roads. Our journey took twenty minutes less than Linc estimated, and we braced ourselves for an earlier parting. It felt wrong, not being able to give each other a hug, but we were in a public space. The sentiments were still there, and the bond was unbreakable. Our “link” across the miles had been well and truly established, and it was the man from the Cape who recorded the moment as Elaine and I wheeled our charges towards their point of departure…
Our first encounter with the procedures that would get us home was promising. We joined a short queue (1.5 metres apart) to check-in the Three Bears, where a smartly-dressed lady wearing plastic gloves and a fixed smile courteously advised us we’d have to claim them back again at Sydney. No worries, we thought. Security was a breeze, apart from a little shaking of heads over what one guy called a “spray can”, and which Elaine confirmed was her deodorant.
The airport seemed eerily quiet. The bar where we’d sat waiting for our last flight to Sydney was closed. Security police and airport staff were only just outnumbered by prospective passengers, yet there was no shortage of plastic tape.
Our Qantas flight arrived slightly early, and we watched as people coming off queued up to present their passports to police officers and hand in some paperwork. Perhaps we would be expected to do something similar on arrival in Sydney?
Boarding was timely, and we had three seats to ourselves, but two sets of families with young babies nearby. The accompanying noise was a short-term irritation, and while no-one offered free wine this time, the complimentary pretzels, cake and water were very welcome.
Recent news of ground staff at Sydney being hit by the virus proved to be true, as there were even less personnel evident at the larger airport. As for a passport inspection, or handing in paperwork – nothing. The police were occupied elsewhere. We even saw one case of illegal parking of an aircraft (below):
It was at baggage retrieval that the panic began, and the whole journey sunk to a new level. A member of the airport staff called for attention from those of us waiting at the carousel.
“Anyone needing International Departures must catch the shuttle bus outside in ten minutes!”
We did, and we were. Well – we joined the crowds waiting for a bus they told us only went between terminals once an hour. A vehicle arrived, already half full of passengers and their baggage, to pick up another thirty or so passengers similarly burdened. It was a scramble to get on. Social distance? Hah! 1.5 metres? How about 1.5 centimetres… It took five minutes of stand-off between prospective passengers and the driver before she gave up and drove away. There was barely any airspace between those of us less-fortunates stood in the aisle, trying not to be crushed by “Daddy Bear” suitcases weighing up to 30 kilos. She-Who-Would-Not-Be-Deterred managed to grab a seat. Her hubby clung on to anything he could for the next ten minutes. Sorry madam. You just looked more solid than I felt.
There was worse to come. Now we had to be processed inside International Departures. This involved queuing at a doorway for inspection of our passports and boarding cards by a masked official. It was his job to then open the door and direct us to our next destination. “Do NOT come back downstairs!” he urged each of us. We didn’t ask what the penalty would be.
Upstairs we had the deep joy of discovering the flight Qatar had brought forward one hour had now been put BACK to its original time… Sigh.
That also meant we now had at least five hours to wait before our flight – the majority of which would be occupied sitting around a closed check-in area with another few hundred frustrated travellers, all mindful of keeping our social distance. Elaine and I have been fortunate in our travels to date. Sitting around airport terminals for hours on end with limited facilities had never been part of our experience – until now. This was a blot on our travel CV we’d be glad to see the back of, and even when we did see staff starting to man the check-in desks, our patience still had to be tested. There formed an e-n-o-r-m-o-u-s queue, officials barking at us to “keep one point five metres apart at all times!” The wait went on... and on…
Around thirty minutes of this saw us reach the desk where a smiling and patient lady under the name badge of Fatma relieved us of the Three Bears, and assured us we would reach Manchester united. (Excuse the pun) Free of our charges, we passed quickly through security (spray can? No – deodorant), and went in pursuit of something to eat. Such a huge building, but so few places with anything to offer, and a salad just had to do.
I almost feel the following text should come with a warning similar to the ones they put out on TV before a ‘soap’ is broadcast… You know the ones that include the wording “some viewers may find upsetting”? Forget all the stuff about keeping your distance. Imagine being crammed into a long metal tube with 366 other unfortunates (it was full) for fifteen hours with the doors tight shut. You’re sat in the middle row of four with arms and feet jammed up alongside two complete strangers. To add to your misery, you’re sat immediately in front of the busiest part of the whole tin can (sorry) aircraft – the toilets and the galley. There. I did warn you. And it gets worse.
My companions to the right were both wearing facemasks. The absurdity of this was amply illustrated once faced with an in-flight meal…
“Shepherd’s Pie, sir?” “Er – yes please” I say. I don’t know about the shepherd, but something went astray. Meat, maybe.
You’ll gather by now I was not endeared by this, my first impression of Qatar Airways. The screen in front of me offered a similar range of entertainment to Emirates, but I had little appetite for it. Take-off had been more or less on time, shortly before ten at night, and my brain was telling me it was time to go to sleep. But there was a problem: despite closing my eyes and wearing earplugs, nothing could rescue my body from being aware of where I was and what I was doing. Fifteen hours… The screen stared me out. As I followed our slow progress out of Australian airspace, I discovered Qatar Airways were proudly boasting of being ‘Airline of the Year’ on five successive occasions. I know that because they kept telling me. Over and over again. Had the judges ever passed through the curtain and visited economy? I doubt it.
I looked to my left and noted Elaine trying to watch a movie, struggling to get rid of the constant presence of Arabic subtitles. I looked at my own screen, where smiling models were invoking the delights of Doha. Now I was being advised to remain seated while praying. “Get me out of here!” said my lips silently. But I stayed where I’d been put.
Our intermediate destination materialised at around 4.30 am local time. Like Dubai, Doha airport is a vast affair in steel and marble, but unlike our experience a month ago, the crowds and the shopping experience were almost non-existent.
We noted the huge teddy and the curious artworks, the Harrods restaurant (open) and the jewellery shops (closed). No water fountains available, so we had to buy a bottle for the equivalent of four British pounds. The plus side? Being able to move about; to breathe air-conditioned air at 23 degrees that just might be purer than the stuff we’d endured during the night; to know that the longest part of the journey was over, and the next leg was less than three hours away.
It is with some humility I take back what I said about Qatar Airways. Well – some of it. The next leg of our journey saw an improvement. Contrary to my earlier comments, I had managed to snatch some sleep overnight, giving me a brighter mental frame of mind to face our daylight flight to Manchester. But the real boost, to my mind, was in finding our aircraft (a Boeing Dreamliner) only about a third full. Socially distancing? Tick!
We were in the air around 8.30 am local time, and soon enjoying our second breakfast of the day. The air was more palatable, light streaming through large windows, and a quiet hum filled the spacious cabin. Nightmares were a distant memory – apart from finding Elaine’s touchscreen had somehow been desensitised, and we were still invited to pray while remaining seated. I wondered if it would say the same thing inside the loo? (It didn’t)
Europe was underneath us. Australia many, many miles behind. Ahead lay the UK, a mass of people huddled together on a small island riddled with a disease that could kill. Were we really sure about this? Strangely, yes. We’d been away longer than we intended. Our little Yorkshire Terrier (Ollie) would be waiting for our arrival, looked after by Elaine’s daughter Rosie. We’d have to keep our distance, of course, and faced another two weeks in voluntary self-isolation. The good news was that Aussie weather awaited – temperatures of around 18 degrees in pleasant sunshine, similar to Adelaide yesterday. How lucky were we?
It was a bumpy landing, just after 1.30 pm, and then we faced delays disembarking while we waited for the depleted airport staff to handle a flight from India that arrived minutes before. It gave us a moment to think. Would there be government officials handing out instructions for quarantining? Would we face questions by the police about where we had been? Whose air had we breathed? More importantly, would we be reunited with the Three Bears?
We were to the latter, but no to everything else. It took a little queuing to progress through passport control, not unusual, and we suffered no questions at all. Walking through those familiar corridors felt strange. It was as if there had been a mass evacuation but no-one had thought to include us, and it was a relief to find our car still there. I had one last hurdle to get over: this wasn’t the Jackaroo. It had two pedals, not three – and surely someone had swapped the indicators with the wipers?
Another surreal experience awaited us: empty motorways. No – really empty. An hour’s journey home and we passed only a few dozen HGV’s. Traffic management signals flashed their warning ‘ESSENTIAL TRAVEL ONLY’. They almost made me feel guilty, but we had to get home.
There was Ollie, trying to wriggle out of Rosie’s arms. Pooh to social distance from his point of view! And who were we to argue? We had just travelled twelve thousand miles, been on a trip of a lifetime, and couldn’t wait to tell everyone of our amazing experiences meeting some wonderful people.
Now you know.
Thank you for sharing the journey.
Alan Veale
July 2020
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Afterword
I hope I’ve whetted your appetite…
Australia is a wonderful country, and now I’ve been there (for a whole month), I feel qualified to recommend it as a place to visit. The Aussie’s themselves will certainly make you welcome!
But what is it like to live there?
I can’t tell you that. Plenty of Brits have followed that path and found their dream, but there’s also many more who found disappointment. My parents tried in 1949, and the circumstances they met worked against them. There was no pandemic back then, but there was a guy called Hurtle.
You can read my mother’s memoir from 1949, compiled from her original letters, in A Kangaroo In My Sideboard. Available as a paperback, or as an eBook, direct from Amazon.
July 1946 – A letter from Australia dangles a carrot: Former soldier Eric Veale determines to remove his new family from British post-war austerity, and take a chance on a business venture twelve thousand miles away.
September 1949 – Mollie Veale dreams of a better life for her asthma-suffering husband and their three year old daughter. Putting her trust in her husband’s vision, she tears herself away from her family in Manchester. Mollie has one condition: her mother’s antique sideboard must go with them!
Nearly forty years later, with both Mollie and Eric now deceased, their son Alan is given a bundle of letters, photographs and other documents. For the first time he learns of the stark realities his parents faced, of the remarkable friendships they made in South Australia, and how they had to face up to a life-changing decision.
This true story, written with frank honesty and good humour, gives a fascinating perspective on the fundamentals of emigrating in a world that predates the internet and social media, where there are few telephones, and where letters are (in Mollie’s words) as addictive as oxygen.
If fiction is more your thing, then I can also offer you two thrillers:
The Murder Tree
It can be murder digging up your family tree, especially when your ancestor is trying to kill you…
Chrissie Fersen desperately wants to know how she is connected to the death of a servant woman in Glasgow in 1862. Enlisting the aid of local librarian Billie Vane, she is determined to clear the name of the woman originally convicted of the crime. But her chief suspect appears to be alive and well - and it looks like he still has murder on his mind...
The Murder Tree introduces an unlikely pair of heroes: the American daughter of a wealthy businessman and a Manchester-born librarian working in Glasgow. Each have their share of domestic strife to deal with, while sharing a thirst to find out the truth about a 150 year-old murder. But deaths are still taking place today as far afield as New York, and trying to dig through the roots of this unique family tree becomes more hazardous than either Chrissie or Billie could imagine.
The Murder Tree is based on the true story of Jessie McLachlan, convicted of murder in 1862, but who famously accused an old man of the crime after being found guilty at her trial.
Available as a paperback, or as an eBook, direct from Amazon.
The Titanic Document
Perhaps we should know the full story…
Powerful men kept secret what was really planned for 15th April 1912. Headlines of the disaster went contrary to expectations. A mistake so huge it demanded concealment at the highest level. But the details survived through generations, causing panic for today’s politicians.
Peter Gris, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, also sees his sexual perversions at risk of discovery. His actions to eliminate both threats mean tracking down and destroying historic evidence – and anyone who stands in his way.
THE TITANIC DOCUMENT presents a thrilling new take on how the 1912 tragedy unfolded, as those tasked to keep the historical secret safe go on the run from an elite group of political figures.
They sank the Unsinkable... but who planned the Unthinkable?
Blending historical fact with an absorbing fiction that casts a cynical eye on politicians, The Titanic Document darkly observes the abuse of power and its consequences. (Warning: ADULT THEMES)
(Publishing early 2021)
Further details are available on my website: www.alanveale.com
Finally, if you wish to write to me for any reason, please use the contact form on my website, or message me through Facebook:
@writetoAlanVeale.
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