BLUE DOG DREAMING

OUTLINE

CRACK! The bullet left the muzzle and a split second later I heard the satisfying THWACK !... as I saw him fall. Good, I thought, fair square in the side of the head. Quickly reloading I sighted another duck following the same line and swinging the rifle up easily from all the years of professional shooting the half a head of ‘lead’ was easy to give the next victim and sure enough flattened him with the same finality as the first. A trifle hasty on the next duck resulting in a less than clean shot through the back but it still flattened him on his side.

“Good shooting mate” I heard the attendant call above the noise of sideshow alley,  “You’ve won anything from the top shelf”. 

Not quite the same top shelf as I was looking at last night in the bar of our local, I thought, indicating to Norlia jumping with glee beside me that the choice of the stuffed toys was hers. The vast array of big fluffy white bears, cuddly snakes and all the other odd ‘cute’ prizes to attract people keen to test their prowess with a rifle was too much for me anyway as I watched Norlia unerringly pick out a small sit up blue dog with long floppy ears and big excited eyes.

The Australian Leg of Expedition 360 story starts with the acquisition of Blue Dog and continues with the background of John Andrews living in Cairns until he meets Jason Lewis fresh from his epic pedal boat voyage across the Pacific Ocean. The two team up along with the help of John’s partner Norlia fundraising and getting the boat on display until Jason leaves to visit his father in the U.K.  Jason secures a contract filming the Expedition for Discovery Channel and calls John to head the support crew for the 6 to10 invited mountain bike cyclists to ride 5000 km. through Central Australia. Jason arrives back and frantic work takes place before the arrival of the various members of the team. The people are introduced in the book as they came into Cairns over a period of a few weeks. 

The Expedition starts at the mouth of the Starke River on Cape York and it quickly becomes apparent that the adventure is not going to be “a ride in the park” as some thought it might be. The 9 bikers and 3 support crew at this stage are drawn from different parts of the world and of all different backgrounds – the only thing they have in common is that apart from John none of them have experienced the Australian bush before. The first week is an amazing experience for all concerned – getting to know one another, the hint of romance and subsequent discontentment, learning to live in isolation in the outback – “I’m not drinking that! ... cows have been shitting in it”   (Todd  refusing the crystal clear water of the Mitchell River on day 7)  and then the start of a subtle change of the 8 bikers and 1 support crew (now known as Blue Dog) as they became more comfortable with life in the bush.   

The exhaust brake was giving it’s best throaty rumble as Blue and I negotiated the frightening decline on the narrow rough track as we sighted the first of the bikers – Todd, by the look of the equipment and the ever present camera swinging easily from a free arm. Drop the 4 WD truck back a cog and give it heaps for the steep rough hill, how they are pedalling this terrain is beyond me but then again all they have to do is ride all day - just managing to stop myself from thinking out loud to Blue as I concentrated on missing Todd. I’m nearly talking to Blue already – by the time we get to Darwin I’ll be taking him to the movies.    

The group settles in as the days and the k’s roll by and after only two weeks time takes on a new meaning as Jason stares into the fire and muses “It seems like a year ago since we were getting ready to leave Cairns”. Todd, Crister, Jim and April meanwhile are anxiously watching the billy awaiting it’s required ‘lumpy’ boil before the tea can be made. John strolls to the fire with the tea leaves in one hand and the by now famous toaster/fire hook in the other and remarks “Amazing, a week ago everyone was busy with flight schedules, work and God knows what and now everyone’s life revolves around the BILLY”. The expedition travels on through station tracks through Wrotham Park Station, Chillagoe, Mt. Surprise and Georgetown where John leaves on a bus to return to Cairns and then fly to Brisbane to perform an Acoustic Painting show to benefit the Royal Brisbane Children’s Hospital. Meanwhile, the rest continue on through Julia Creek and Mt. Isa where Jim leaves to return to the U.S.A. It is nearly two weeks before John manages to return by means of an adventure backpacker’s bus that travels to Alice Springs on the Plenty Highway where the bikers are now slogging it out in the vast emptiness of the Outback. The day before the rendezvous, John announces over the coach’s P.A. that there is a spare bike with the support truck and anyone who wishes to join the expedition may be able to do so. Git, a young Dutch/American woman indicates that she is looking for a real challenge such as this and after a ‘Survivor’ type interview with the group joins the party.    

There! The faint specks in the mirage in the distance of the endless red track of the Plenty Highway soon proved to be the bikers as Blue and I approached at 80 k.p.h. to minimise the bone–jarring effect of the corrugations. Jolting to a stop alongside Jason I watched Crister and Josh vigorously playing soccer with a paddymelon as Jason said; “Git has to make a quick call on the Sat phone to let her mum know she won’t be home next week”. 

“O.K.” I said checking the signal on the L.E.D. screen of the phone by my right shoulder. After dialling the required prefixes for her, I climbed down from the driver’s seat and Git took my position. Todd came in close to film the conversation as I thought what an amazing scene it will be with Git’s fresh excited features in the clear morning air with the backdrop of absolutely nothing stretching to the horizon. The dead silence of the emptiness made it impossible not to hear the conversation as she was connected. 

“Mom? Is that you?” Short pause. “ Look, now everything is all right- I’m fine and everything is all right. Now, I’m speaking on a satellite phone so I have to talk quickly. I met a man on the bus and he is with a group of mountain bike riders who are pedalling through the desert to Darwin and I have decided to join them so I won’t be home for three months”. Long pause... “Mom, are you there?” Obviously the pause was due to the delay of the sat phone but I couldn’t help imagining ‘Mom’ fainting receiving this news out of the blue from her daughter on the other side of the planet.          

Git fits in quickly with the group as they travel through station tracks to Ross River Station where she administers a temporary filling to the chef’s tooth. Alice Springs is finally reached where the Expedition stays for a week and among other things some members attend the Yeperenye concert. The devastating news of the September 11th attacks in the U.S casts a shadow over the group as they set out on the long awaited departure from Alice Springs on the morning of the 12th. Everyone is now so familiar with the Outback there is almost a sense of “coming home” as the first campsite is made under a mulga tree on an elevated position which provides the 

first of many spectacular sunsets and sunrises. After an interesting day at Yuenmadu the group camps  once again where John shows his campfire cooking ability by making golden syrup dumplings for Jason’s birthday much to everyone’s delight. (A selection of campfire recipes learned from the trip is included at the back of the book). Travelling on through the western McDonnell Range region, Derwent Station, and Central Mt. Wedge the bikers negotiate several threatening bushfires before encountering the Tanami track north of Tilmouth Well. After four days pedalling the Tanami, Rabbit Flat is approached and after calculating the considerable distance ahead devoid of services to purchase vital supplies, Mike and John realise more beer will be required to survive the rapidly rising temperatures.      

“G’day Bruce”, I greeted the innkeeper through the servery of what must be the smallest bar in the world, “How much is a carton of V.B.?”

 “$56” he replied with an air of indifference. 

“Oh, I don’t need them cold and we might need 10 cartons”, I found myself nearly stammering and thinking that this must be something what it’s like in Hell.

 “That is hot, if you want them cold it’s $65 and the blackfellas come here and buy 20 cartons- so how many do you want?”          
Continuing north towards Lajamanu, John and the eight bikers encounter more bushfires (which produce incredible sunsets) and unfortunately rising temperatures and swarms of flies. The pressure of organising the Expedition, overseeing and sending the daily updates and producing the kids’ educational program as well as pedalling nearly 4000 km. takes its toll on Jason who breaks down and demands a rest for two days. The next day John reconnoitres various tracks and finds a muddy waterhole seven km. from the main road. Following the rest, they continue on past Kalkaringi to the rugged terrain of Gregory National Park. By this time the pressure has also taken it’s toll on Git who by now is riding in the truck with no desire to continue pedalling. The group rest a week later for two days in Limestone Gorge while John, Jason and April drive to Moolooloo Station for filming after leaving Git at Timber Creek to catch a bus and ultimately fly home to the U.S.A. Following difficulties in getting permission to travel through Aboriginal owned stations, John and the seven bikers encounter a road train rolled over with a load of scrub bulls in the crossing of the Daly River which provides an adrenalin rush as some surviving bulls attack the party. After an enforced overnight camp as the road train completely blocked the crocodile infested river, they travelled north through Pine Creek, Adelaide River and after following the old railway line through Batchelor arrived at the Darwin River Dam. The final 40 km. of bitumen into Darwin was a long awaited experience for John and the original seven bikers dousing each other in the waters of the Timor Sea on the morning of the 19th of October 2001, after 88 days of pedalling 4800 km.            

 The incredible real life adventure is written from John’s perspective but is supplemented by extracts from the journals of other members of the party to enhance key moments and emotions. Also excellent photographs and selected daily updates to the website are included further increasing the reader’s involvement and enjoyment.    
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