QRAA Southern Tour 2017
Lismore - Lightning Ridge, 2nd March 2017
Away from Lismore at 7:30 am - the morning cool and calm and very quiet at the airport, but very
hazy as we pass Casino. Climbing to 6500' at Tabulum, indicated speed is 100 knots, ground speed
123 knots, so we have a good tail wind. The country is green, despite the dry February, as we reach
the ranges and on to Tenterfield. About 60 miles out of Moree we are making good time, 7500', with
a 26 knot tail wind. Mt Kaputar, hazy and away to the south, is the last of the mountains we will see
for some time. We have left the coastal green behind, the country is now brown and grey, with the
only green the irrigated cotton fields. At this height the travelling is comfortable, so we decide to skip
Moree and continue on to Lightning Ridge. Our radio frequency now is 126.7 and we can hear the
traffic for many western towns - Moree, Warialda, Bourke, St George, and Goondiwindi. 30 miles out
from Lightning Ridge we begin our descent, still not too bumpy, except over a freshly ploughed
paddock. Wind is variable as we come into the airstrip, with a fresh gust over the end of the strip that
makes for a challenging landing, but handled well and we are at Lightning Ridge.
We get a lift into town with the motel owner and go for a walk around town, the locals friendly and
the streetscape hot and lazy in the heat. The John Murray art gallery is open and we enjoy viewing
his art and indulge in the 2017 calendar, visit a local aboriginal art outlet, and an opal outlet with
many beautifully coloured opals on display - cream, blue, green, sparkling black-purples and ranging
in price from $200 to $41,000. Then back to our room for a lazy afternoon. The motel is across the
road from the bowling club, which is the local restaurant, so we dodge the traffic - one ute - and enjoy
our dinner there.
Friday morning, at breakfast at the motel, the cook
asks us what we think about us the Fair Work ruling
on Sunday penalties. She is one of the people that
it will directly affected by this ruling and reinforces
our opinion on the injustice of it. Then we get our lift
back to the airport and are away by 8:15. It is hot
already. We fly over the freshly harvested wheat
fields, golden against the dry mallee, and over the
last of the mining areas, pock marked, dry and
desolate looking. 26 miles out of Bourke and into
the Darling Valley we enter the first of the red soil,
with Mount Oxley standing out above the plain.
Refueling at Bourke we take 83.5 litres and are
about to depart when two aircraft come into land. It
is a hot wait till they clear the area.
Then the longer flight to White Cliffs, gradually climbing
to a cooler height, Brewarrina to our south and then we
see the white cliffs in the distance. The wind has
picked up from the south as we come in to land at
White Cliffs, blowing strongly down the strip. We try to
call the motel, but it turns out our mobiles don't work
here (even though they use the Telstra network) so we
walk into town. Just as we are calling the motel from a
public phone a lady pulls up - are you looking for the
underground motel, jump in, I'm trying to find my
partner, I'll take you there - so off we go. We would
never have found it, and were very grateful for her
help.
The Underground Motel is built into the side of Smiths Hill. The rooms have been dug out of the
chalky rock with a rabbit warren of passageways and rooms. Painted white, with plenty of lighting,
they are bright, and cool. After dropping our gear off, we are lent the motel van to get some lunch,

have a drive around, and then to meet the others due
in later in the day. We have a look at the historic
digging area, which is a heap of mullocky piles with
lots of old shafts - there have been mines here since
the 1890's - and the now defunct solar power station,
fourteen five meter diameter dishes lined with mirrors
that superheated water to run a steam engine to run
the 25 kilowatt generator.
We wait at the airport for the planes to arrive and
finally hear the first of them, I think their 2 o'clock was
Queensland time. They have had a long hot day's flying and are very weary. A couple of shuttles to
the motel and all are settled in. The motel has a pool, the water almost cold and very relaxing (once
the shock eases). Dinner at the long table, then back up the rabbit warren to Dugout 9 for a good
night's sleep.
Saturday morning we are away early for our first leg. The sun casts long shadows across the hills of
the Coturaundee Range with its bubbly hilltops, and the Byngnano Range. The trees on the hilltops
stand out eerily in silhouette.

A relatively short hop to Broken Hill and refuel, coffee, before departing for our longer flight to
Goolwa. The landscape soon turns red, with an occasional station homestead. To the east we can
see the sun reflecting off the Menindee Lakes. Dry watercourses cross the landscape leaving their
green dotted lines across the earth, and up ahead the Mallee country between Broken Hill and
Renmark.
No tailwind today, over the border into South Australia, we station hop our way for the hour it takes
to cross this expanse, picking out the airstrips as we go, across the odd road, then suddenly we are
into the irrigation area that lines the Murray River. Red and grey give way to bright green, and there
are towns dotted along the river, and the high cliffs that line the outer bends are yellow lines on the
river banks as the Murray lazily winds its way to the coast.

South again, around the GA lane that runs to Adelaide at Tailem Bend, past Murray Bridge and
descend to Goolwa. The turbulence picks up with the wind coming in from the coast. We line up for
19, then the local controller advises 09, which is a right hand circuit. This ends up too short and we
go around again for 01, before finally landing
Lynne and Wal are soon in behind us, having flown in from Hay, Bob
and Robyn are already there, and gradually the other planes from our
group join us so we have our full contingent. Our bus is ready so we
are soon into our motel at Goolwa. After lunch we take a drive to Victor
Harbour, following the coast, stopping for a short walk around, and see
the horse drawn tram that takes visitors on a ride on the causeway
across to Granite Island. Then a drive back to Hindmarsh Island to look
at the mouth of the Murray River before returning for dinner.

Sunday morning we head out in our bus for a
drive around the Fleurieu Peninsular. Back
through Victor Harbour, and over the hills to Cape
Jervis. The ferry to Kangaroo Island leaves from
here, and it will also be our crossing point for our
flight on Monday. Then we continue back
northward, to visit the Aldinga airstrip, where we
enjoy our lunch watching the planes - including
several vintage models - in action, before
returning to Goolwa, with a short stop at the
airstrip for some work to replace a bolt on the
plane's wheel spat, and back for an afternoon's
relaxation.

Monday morning and the weather is perfect for our flight to Kangaroo Island. There is sea fog over
the island, but by the time we depart, wearing our life jackets, it has mostly cleared leaving the
coastal areas clear. South west from Goolwa, past Victor Harbour, and on to Cape Jervis where we
see the wind farm in the distance, then over the 7 mile straight that separates the island from the
mainland.

Direct to Snapper Point and we begin our circuit of the coast. The water is a brilliant blue and clear
in the sunshine, with the little coves looking like rough tooth bites that have been chewed from the
cliff edges. There is some fog still over the southern edges, but just as we are thinking we should
turn for Kingscote it clears and we enjoy a beautiful, calm and sunny trip around the island before
turning inland to land and joining the other planes tied up already. We collect our car which we are
sharing with Lynne and Wall, and head off to our motel, check in and lunch.

That afternoon we choose to visit Seal Bay. It certainly has changed somewhat since we were here
40 odd years ago. It is now a major Parks and Wildlife attraction, with walkways, viewing platforms
and guided tours, all with fees attached, and we opt for the walk to the platform overlooking the
beach where we have a long distance view of the seals. We enjoy watching one group playing in the
surf. No free walking down to the beach allowed any more, due to the number of visitors to this place.
Back into town for drinks, a lot of laughs and fish and chips for tea.

Tuesday morning we are off to visit the Western end of the island. We take the central road through
the farming areas, and through some huge eucalyptus plantations - the oil scented air is refreshing
in the morning - and then on to Cape de Couedic. Our first walk is to the Admirals Arch where a
stairway has been built so you can climb down to look through the archway that has been formed in
the softer limestone rock. Then further along the coast to the Remarkable Rocks that we have strong
memories of from our previous visit here. We arrive to find the place almost deserted and enjoy
wandering amongst them, admiring their wind and weather wrought sculptures and colours. By the
time we leave it has become very busy, so we are grateful for the time we had them to ourselves.
We return along the southern road, then at Vivonne Bay take Harriet Road to the Andermel Marron
Farm for lunch (Marron cocktail and marron salad), followed by a visit to the Emu Ridge Mallee
Eucalyptus oil distillery. We have just enough time for a quick look at American River for a complete
change of scenery before returning for dinner.

Wednesday morning we are away from the
island, though delayed until about 10am by fog.
At least we get away - we later learn the
commercial flights were cancelled that morning.
Back to Goolwa to refuel, a much easier landing
this time with a light breeze blowing in from the
ocean, then we fly eastward along the Coorong
climbing to find cooler temps and avoiding the
bumps that are building as the day progresses.
We are late into Warrnambool and relax for the
remainder of the day.

Thursday we start the day with breakfast at a restaurant that overlooks Lady Bay. This bay is popular
with horse racing stables that bring their race horses for an exercise session swimming in the calm
waters of the bay. The big animals enjoy their morning swim, some are even taken into the deeper
water behind a row boat!

After breakfast we visit the Middle Island Maremma Project
which uses two Maremma dogs to protect the Little Penguins
that live there from dogs and foxes which prey on the 30cm
penguins, their eggs and chicks. The water across to the
island is too deep for us to visit so the two resident dogs are
brought across for us to meet. These are working dogs
though, so definitely no patting permitted. We finish our
morning at the beach with a leisurely walk around the
headlands of the Merri Marine Sanctuary enjoying the
sunshine and view.
After lunch we head to the Flagstaff Hill Maritime Village, which has been established to recreate the
village life of the 1850s and to preserve the maritime history of the Shipwreck Coast which claimed
over 100 sailing ships. This 4 ha site has been set up to represent a typical seaport and is a wonderful
living museum. In the evening we return to the museum site for dinner, followed by a "Shipwrecked"
a video, and laser light theatre presentation of the wreck of the Loch Ard in 1878. Using water spray
to catch the lights, the wreck is dramatically recreated over the small lake set in the village - we even
have a jolting as the seating is bumped about to add to the reality.

Friday morning 8 am and everybody is
into the bus (and the car) for our trip
along the Great Ocean Road. Not quite
the bright blue sky that is in the postcards
we buy at our Peterborough coffee stop,
but the scenery is so spectacular nothing
can daunt it.
We drive through to the Twelve Apostles
and take the walkway that allows us to
enjoy the views of these standing
sentinels, remnants of ancient crumbling
cliffs, dome topped striped ochre giants
rising out of the grey southern ocean. We
work our way back towards Warrnambool
- there is The Razorback, its sharp edges
caused by wind-blown spray hardening
small areas of rock while the softer areas erode; Loch Ard Gorge, named for the ship lost with all but
two hands in 1878 – and wonder at the odds of their survival, and how Tom Pearce managed to
climb those cliffs after their ordeal; and London Bridge – which collapsed in 1990. Geology in action!

Lunch at the delightful seaside village of Port Campbell,
sheltered from the weather in its little inlet, and graced by
enormous Norfolk Pines. Our last stop for the day is the
Warrnambool Cheese Factory – its 21 huge stainless steel
vats would be the envy of the guys at Norco! But we are not
here to admire the factory – there is a café, coffee shop and
retail outlet, with lots of yummy cheese to try, as well as an
excellent museum highlighting the dairying history of the
area. In the workshop display, there is an “Octopus
Electrical Test Bench” which looks like a diabolical
instrument of wizardry and torture – straight out of
Frankenstein I reckon! Then back to our park for the night – dinner again at Macy’s, a perfect dining
venue for a crowd, and ready for the next morning’s departure to Bendigo.
Saturday morning the weather is misty cloud – not
perfect for our coastal flight, but certainly good
enough to give it a go! Out of Warrnambool and head
south-east for the coast. Frequency change to 127.1
and the airways are busy – there are at least three
or four helicopters flying around in their backyard
doing joy flights, a yellow biplane that appears from
nowhere, and our crew are now thrown into the mix
enjoying the scenery. We follow the coast, viewing
yesterday’s drive from the air before turning north at
the Apostles and the cloud gradually clears.

Over Lake Corangamite – we can see that some of our crew are not more than ten miles away on
Oz Runways, but despite our best efforts, they are impossible to spot at that distance. Past Ballarat
to our East and on to Bendigo. This is another airport where extensive groundworks are being
undertaken, which is great to see after so many are being left to the elements.
We enjoy our visit to Bendigo, taking a trip on the restored vintage tram that rattles its way through
the city, showing the history of the city that was built after the 1850’s Gold Rush. The tram takes a
ten minute stop at the tram depot which is packed with all styles of trams, in various states of repair,
where the workshop undertakes extensive tram restoration work, including Melbourne’s trams which
are brought to the depot by road. While the Bendigo trams no longer provide a commuter service,
they are a wonderful attraction for locals and visitors.

Sunday 5th March with warm weather predicted, we are up early for our flight to Narromine. Northeast to Echuca and the Murray River still winding its way down to South Australia, then on to Lake
Urana, the still water reflecting the clouds. We choose to refuel at Temora where we enjoy a coffee,
biscuit and chat at the aero club, while some of the crew divert to Wagga, then on to Narromine.

The country is looking very dry as we pass the huge spiral holes of the Northparkes copper and gold
mine to the north of Parkes. Approaching Narromine there is busy looking band of cloud – should
we go over, or under, it’s only 50 or so miles now so we opt for the bumpier under, with a good view
of the ground. And then we are at Narromine for the last night of our tour.
The accommodation at Narromine is perfect for fliers, just a 50 meter walk to our comfy rooms, and
a longer walk into town to the services club for lunch – we get the taxi back… A restful afternoon
before walking to the gliding club for a wonderful BBQ dinner and reminiscences of our trip. As we
walk to our dinner there is a rainbow over the six aircraft tied down for the night.

After dinner we are treated to a surprise
visit to the Narromine Aviation Museum.
This fantastic exhibition is world class and
has some amazing displays - including a
replica Wright Brothers plane that had a
short flight at Narromine – just to prove it
would work. John has a love affair with a
Rolls Royce engine that he and Graham
enjoy a detailed discussion about on its
inner workings.

And then it is Monday – the weather is looking
perfect for our final leg home as we divert to our
various home bases. Lynne and Wal are first
home to Milani, we to refuel at Armidale and then
on to Lismore, with a clear run over the range.
The other planes, Liz and Graham, Phil and
Mary, Kelvin and Ian, catch a tail wind for a
straight run through to Warwick, then last home
Peter and Lyn who we hear calling through the
Gap on their way down to the coast north of
Brisbane.

Thank you to all who helped make our Southern Tour such a success. All the detailed planning that
happens in the background to keep us on track. And finally, the weather did us proud – a week either
way would have been a challenge – we could still be stuck in Victoria if our trip was a week later!

