On the edges of The Grampians
Tuesday 24th April 2008

Our small convoy left Barclay Square, Red Cliffs [which has become the standard meeting place for trips south] at 3:15pm.  As Dylan and ‘Shell were new to our procedure, they followed Terry, with us bringing up the rear.  Greg bought the hand-held 2-way for Dylan and ’Shell to use in their Mazda Bravo so that they could maintain contact throughout the trip, and as you might expect the first 30 minutes or so were quite chatty.  I had thought that once Hannah discovered the joys of this type of communication she would monopolise the conversation, but no – it is difficult even for so cute a little girl to get a word in between Greg and Terry once they start.

It was the portable device which provided the first ‘Terryism’ of the trip.  The batteries on the portable were unreliable, and Dylan’s car lost touch after the first 90 minutes.  While we were trying to find out if we still had contact with them, Terry’s suggestion was “’Shell, if you can’t hear us, switch to channel 12!”  It’s an oldie, but still gets a laugh.

The trip itself was uneventful, and we reached Terry’s suggested destination of Teddington Reservoir (now dry) campsite just on 7:00 pm, and set up camp by torch and headlights.  This camping ground is spacious, with solid firepits and push-button toilets.  There were three other groups of campers, but so much space is available that you were only aware of them when you saw the lights from their camps in the distance.

Knowing that we would be arriving late, I had prepared pasta sauce in advance which we reheated on the campfire while Anne boiled the pasta on the gas stove.  It went down very nicely.  We sat about chatting until 10:00 – when the night air started to get the forecast chill we were happy to climb into the swags and snuggle (except of course for ‘Shell & Dylan who had the camper van and annexe).

Friday 25th April – Anzac Day – 2008

The morning was not as cold as the previous night’s chill had suggested.  Rather than birds (who were around, but much quieter than I had come to anticipate while camping) Hannah’s voice was the first I heard, then Terry/Pa, Dylan, Rochelle, and Anne!!!  Anne was actually out of bed before me!!  This is a peaceful spot, with the cool morning air and smells from the campfire creating its own serenity.  The plan for the next two nights is to camp in the one place so that we don’t have to put-up and de-camp continually.  Not being one for crowds I’m hoping that we can find somewhere relatively un-populated, but the chances of that on a holiday weekend in a very popular tourist destination are not good.
To get us in the mood, we set off along Teddington Track, passing on the way Teddington Hut which has been preserved by Parks Victoria – it has an outhouse with doors announcing Toilet and Shower!  From Teddington Track we turned onto Fisherman’s Hut Track, which while being an obvious 4WD track would only be rated as easy.  The vegetation here is scrubby and parched; drab grey bark on the surviving trees, underscored by dead and withered fallen ones.   There is very little underbrush to speak of as it too has withered away.
When Fisherman’s Hut Track joined Centre Road we took the left-hand turn onto an even dustier, solid dirt road.  After climbing gently to 620m we descended quite rapidly into the next valley, then climbed a fairly steep easy 4WD section which was Dylan’s first experience of rough driving.  Terry, towing the camper-van, was again leading and went half-way up the incline before Dylan started off.  We hung back considerably to make sure Dylan had no trouble, then followed on behind.  The steepness was the only challenge – the track itself continued to be sound and only slightly ridged.  More of the intriguing road-signs that I have started to anticipate on our adventures – here we saw pointers to Water Lily Dam, Black Snake Dam, and Mt. Separation Road.
As we caught up to the front vehicles, we found that Terry had stopped to chat to a trail-bike rider who was waiting for his four mates to catch up to him.  These guys were all from Mildura, and were playing in the bush.  This meeting caused us to take the wrong turn (the correct road was a sharp V back to the right which was masked by the biker), and once we determined that we need to go back we had to find a place which would allow Terry to turn with the camper-van behind.  This was accomplished quite skillfully with the rear vehicles sequentially backing into small spaces and then backwards along the track until Terry could get in front and make his turn.  
For some unexplained reason, Terry wasn’t keen to take Dead Man’s Track as an alternative route, so we found the intersection where we had gone wrong, and headed to Barkly as the next waypoint, down the side of the hills we had just been climbing.  This area has a good population of rock wallabies, and some will even sit and allow themselves to be admired.  A short stop also gave Terry the chance to discuss with Dyaln the procedure we would take now that we knew their 2-way was not working.

Approaching Barkly, we left the St. Arnaud National Park and got back onto the bitumen through Navarre to Stawell.  How would I describe this country?  DRY, Dry, dry; faded and diminished.  The forecast cloud (we could expect possible showers) was starting to build before us as we tracked west.  Also beginning to show as a smudge on the south-westerly horizon were the staggered peaks of The Grampians.  A sudden, single very green paddock looked out-of-place in all the deadness.
More strange place names – “Batcocks Scour” is a dried up washaway which crosses the road; Cocks Farm Scour is another dry washaway, although this time parallel to the road.  We passed / crossed the 37th parallel, and then as we reached the outskirts of Stawell there was a mystifying sign - “Hill’s Turn” is at the crest of a gentle rise with a slight bend at the top – it barely seemed worth mentioning.

In Stawell we looked for somewhere to buy some replacement batteries for the portable two-way, but being Anzac Day morning, most stores were closed.  We did pull in to a service station that was open but they had just sold their last AA batteries, so on we go, first stopping on the western outskirts for a cuppa, boiling the kettle in Terry’s Patrol kitchen, and with jam biscuits that Anne & ‘Shell bought from a little corner store nearby (again no batteries).  A very light sprinkling of rain with gloomy clouds coming in got us back into the vehicles and on our way to Halls Gap to begin the search for a suitable campsite.
Halls Gap is dominated by the peaks and escarpments of the eastern face of  the Grampians collective ranges.  The Caravan Park is right there in the main shopping precinct, and it was packed with campers and visitors.  Businesses ply a variety of tourist-oriented trades for the many visitors; there are the inevitable coffee shops, souvenir shops, and one thriving business which sells grocery lines.  I am assuming he is thriving because of the long line-up at the checkout to pay absolute top dollar for the most mundane items.  We were at last able to get the needed batteries, and a few minor supplies to add to the camp larder, then elected to drive 3km to the Brambuck National Park & Cultural Centre for touring maps.  Again some amazingly-priced items – this time Koori artworks.  There were a range of serving bowls with aboriginal designs on them for around $350 each, and even the smallest of the didgeridoos were $99.95.

Moving on, we decided to try for some potential 4WD tracks up around Mt. Difficult plateau (well the name sounded promising) via Silverband Falls Road, however once past the carpark for the falls, the road was signed as one-way only (and of course we were at the wrong end), so back through Halls Gap to take Mt. Victory Road (which is also the direction to McKenzie Falls), onto Mt. Difficult Road, and then Old Mill Road.  I had forgotten about the devastating bushfires through this area two summers ago, and it was here that we started to see just how far-ranging the fires had been.  Old Mill Road had been burned out, and now showed the fuzzy regrowth on blackened trunks that we had also seen in the High Country.  In spite of the horror that bushfires produce, the spring green fuzz on black tracks is actually quite a pretty sight.

Old Mill Road is a dirt track (as are most off the ‘arterials’) but solid.  It leads to Smiths Mill camping area which was a potential for our overnight stop, however it was already filling fast (approx. 2:00 pm), and there was not a vacant firepit for us to use, so we moved on to have a look at Troopers Camp further north.
Unfortunately, the track which we hope to use to get to Troopers was closed, we again backtracked, with Terry & Greg casting longing glances down Chinaman’s Track which they had been told was challenging, and instead stopping to look at the Reservoir.  There are a couple of sandy tracks leading in to the water’s edge, but each had a ‘No Camping’ sign – a pity really because they would have made excellent camping spots.  We drove in along one to have a look at what we were missing – the water is quite low (inevitably), with an extensive sandy foreshore and some low-growing grass.  Damn that prohibition notice!

As we were so close, and we were ostensibly in The Grampians to have a look at the natural attractions, we drove to McKenzie Falls to have a look at what is one of the area’s main drawcards.  The walk down to the base of the falls is quite steep, but the track superbly maintained with a few low handrails in strategic places.  The pool and rock formations at the bottom gave us some good photo opportunities, and then we started back up.  I thought I was going to die!!  The steepness is not so obvious going down, but coming back up it is incredible.  This explained all those sympathetic looks we were getting on our downward trip, from those coming slowly back up…  Greg and Dylan both had jelly-legs by the time they got back – Anne & I were sure we were up for heart attacks -   Hannah just kept going and going like an energizer bunny.
We were now seriously looking for the night’s camping spot, and from the very detailed map that we had picked up at Brambuk, we opted to have a look at Bomjinna, or maybe Borough Huts which was on the way.  We could get to either of these by taking the one-way road to Silverband Falls (we were now at the right end to do that) but as the day was darkening with cloud and impending evening, we didn’t bother to stop at the falls, taking the right-hand turn back on to the Grampians Tourist Road, looking for Redman Track/Road which would take us to Bomjinna.  Borough Huts Camp Ground is located at the Redman Road intersection however, and while we thought that it might already have reached capacity, we drove in for a look anyway (Bomjinna might be another 30 minutes driving yet).  We did find one acceptable spot around a campfire, but were unable to get the cars in beside the fire which would allow Terry to set up the awning that attaches to his Patrol to make a sheltered camp.  Ten minutes of discussion, looking at the maps, weighing up the options, and we decided to take what we had.  

This camping ground is quite well laid-out, except for only in a very few spots being able to have cars inside the boundaries of the site (and they were already taken).  However by parking the camper-van on the verge on one side of the track, and the Navara and Patrol close to the fence on the other (closer to camp) we achieved quite an acceptable arrangement.  We had a permanent picnic table and a nearby water tap (not drinking water), and the toilets were not too far away.  There was also plenty of wood for the fire in the scrub surrounding the park – more victims of the aforementioned bushfires.  An adjoining camp of three blokes and their kids (found out that the mums were all at home enjoying some peace while the guys were cutting firewood for a mate – they are obviously SNAGS) – had one huge log lying outside their camp which Terry assumed was fair game and took to with his axe and wedges to provide the chief coal-making log for our fire.  Only after he had finished did they claim the log was theirs, but were quite jolly about the whole deal and admired Terry’s prowess.
There is something particularly peaceful about sitting around a campfire at night, chatting or just quietly taking in the smells and sounds of the surrounding bush as the wildlife settles in for the night, or just listening to the footy on the tranny.  We whipped up a BBQ meal and finished off with a few drinks.  Lovely.
Saturday 26th April 2008

The early morning birdsong was very muted, which I had also noticed on the previous morning.  However we were visited by several gloriously-coloured crimson rosellas, who had no shame and were happy to come quite close to the camp for scraps.  It is obvious that they are not threatened by tourists.
Once the camp was settled (we were using this campsite as a base camp), and the swag, camper-van and tent lashed up tight in case the forecast rain actually happened, we (or more precisely Greg and Terry) thought we might try to find a testing 4WD track.  The map showed some potential tracks around the southern end of nearby Lake Bellfield (only partially dried up) along the Bellfield Track and onto the fireline track.  We crawled up two Very Promising tracks for about 100 m before discovering that they were both dead-ends, after which the only choice was to drive back towards the Grampians Tourist Road and look for other options.  At this point we were discussing via 2-way what other plans we could make for the day; specifically that we might also walk to The Pinnacle if we could determine which carpark we left from, when a Park Ranger broke into the radio conversation to give us some advice.  Really starting to get the “voice of God” complex!!

The Ranger’s advice was to leave from Sundial Carpark, because the walk was “slightly flatter” – this after Greg told him we had a young girl with us, and then Terry chimed in with “and some old girls”…  But first, the guys sought advice from the Ranger about 4WD tracks close to our area, and he suggested taking a track across Mt. Cassell, which was only 5-6 kms from our current position.  We had to drive to that track via Redman Road, which is a sealed dirt road adjacent to our camping ground.  It was along Redman Road that we saw my choice for the spectacle of the trip – Barney Castle.  This is an abutment on the Mt. William Range on the eastern edge of the Grampians.  It looks, as the name suggests, like a old English castle – perpendicular columns of rock rising directly out of the surrounding bush as though built just for that purpose.  And there appears to be nothing in behind it – nothing rising higher (at least from our perspective on the road at the base), it simply towers above the trees, and you are left wondering how it can possibly continue to do so.  In fact I am more in awe of the enduring nature of this very erect rockface than I would be of a huge rock balanced on the top of a mountain, threatening to one day fall.
A short distance further along this track we turned into the promised 4WD adventure, which immediately proved the Ranger right.

The Ranger’s suggested 4WD track was quite enjoyable, without being too difficult considering Dylan was so new to the techniques required, and some of the track would give ‘Shell some moments of panic.  Along the first climb – a sometimes sandy, reasonably steep track with water run-off mounds, we led the way quite happily, reaching the top without too much difficulty, however just as we were arriving at the top, a message came over the two-way that Dylan had bogged in the sandy patch.  Terry would attempt to pull him out, and Greg jogged back down to help.  I stayed at the top so can only relate a compilation of the stories I heard later.
Using the Patrol to pull the Bravo over the ridge didn’t work, so Terry had to try a ‘snatch’, which Greg described as launching the front of the Bravo three feet into the air over the sandy mound, it landed on one front wheel and then was able to finally make it over the other side.  Dylan meanwhile said that he had backed up a bit so that he was clear of the sandiest section, and when Terry snatched him forward, the Bravo hit the sand, bounced, and then flew over the top!

Once the convoy was back together, we set off on the downward portion of this track, with a fine view of the flatlands to the east of this edge of the Mt William Range; Lake Corbould being the most prominent of the surrounding landscape features.  The downward track provided some more challenging spots, particularly a couple of step-offs which we stopped to guide Dylan through, some tight switch-backs, and a testing crossing of a rivulet at the bottom of a steep gully.
This track led ultimately to The Tunnel, which is the remnants of a watercourse chiseled through the mountain face to service Stawell township with water.  The entrance is guarded by solid steel doors, but you can see in a little way to the water which runs from this point underground through a pipeline to Stawell.  We were out of the mountain range now, so took Lake Fyans Road back to Halls Gap, then via Mt. Victory Road once again to drive to Sundial carpark.
By the time we got to Sundial, it was almost lunchtime, so we decided to eat first to give our bodies fuel for the trek to the top.  Greg gently reheated a few cooked chipolata sausages left from the previous night’s BBQ using our Propane gas stove, and we combined that with bread rolls or wraps with salads, cold drinks from the Engels, and finished up with the Hedgehog slice that I had made before leaving home.  We have quickly become quite self-sufficient on these trips, and don’t lack for much at mealtimes.

That done, we set off on the designated 1.6km track to The Pinnacle, in intermittent misty rain.  The track traverses some testing sections of rock, but even though thousands of people will have walked this way, there is often no obvious track; the direction to take is “signposted” with yellow arrowheads painted discreetly on the rocks ahead. Hannah insisted on being the leader, and scampered along (causing ‘Shell to have a few panic attacks), and kept the group amused with her chatter.  It actually took my mind off the strenuous climb.  However, as we got higher, possibly having traveled 2/3 of the track, we were hit by strong winds and driving rain, which I suspect was almost sleet.  The cold snap which had been forecast had decided to arrive at the most inconvenient time.

Being so far into the track, we kept on, in spite of the rocks becoming slippery with the combination of rain and mud, and the weight of our sodden jeans and trackpants making it difficult to lift our legs to step up onto larger rocks.  We were quite miserable by the time we reached the lookout on The Pinnacle, pausing only briefly to attempt to admire the view out over the valley which was obscured by cloud and rain, before slipping back to some large rocks to escape the full force of the driving rain for even a few moments.  Those of us who did walk to the edge to have a look did so only because we had come all this way to do precisely that.
There were a few other hardy souls attempting to find shelter in and around the large boulders, but we were already so wet that we just set off on the return journey to get out of the rain as soon as possible.  It was an exhausting return journey, probably more so because of the weight of our wet clothes than anything else.  Once back at the car I wasn’t concerned about who was looking – I stripped off my wet cargoes and back into yesterday’s [dry] jeans, then did the same with the top layers, sat in front of the full blast of the heater in the Navara, and attempted to recover.  None of us were feeling like any further exploring that day, so we drove back to the camp to sort out wet clothes and rest.

Did I say no-one wanted to go further?  Terry and Greg made a miraculous recovery when they learned that one of the guys in the next camp wanted to do some 4W driving, so they decided to take him back over the Mt. Cassell track – it turned out that in spite of owning a Navara he had never taken it off-road, and the kids who went with him thought it was a great adventure!

Dinner was the long-anticipated jaffles – we had all agreed that we would have them at least one night, and they can be made using any filling you can think of.  Besides, you get to play with the campfire to get the coals just right…  Anne does an amazing mixture of salami, bacon, cheese, capsicum, onions, mushrooms or anything else along those lines; Dylan opted for at least one with canned spaghetti; I made up a nice savoury mix using the last of the Turkish pide which was better than I imagined it might be - quite a satisfactory meal, after which we soaked up the fire’s heat and listened to the footy match between Bulldogs and Eagles.  The bedding was delightfully dry and we snuggled in for a good night’s sleep at least partially fed by our exhausting expedition to The Pinnacle.
Sunday 27th April 2008.

There was the lightest of frost on the ground and also on the clothes which had been hung on the fence the previous day.  As we would be packing up for the return to Mildura today, all the wet stuff was packed into plastic bags and kept separated from the dry items as best as could be managed in full-laden vehicles.  We finally got out of the campground at 10:25, heading further south along the Grampians Tourist Road to the intersection with Serra Road, which forms part of the loop described in one of the books which we had consulted while planning this weekend.  The driving here is pleasant along sealed dirt roads – nothing approaching 4WD status.  The main plan for today was to have a look at some of the features on the map; the Chimneypots, one of the Aboriginal Art sites, and maybe a waterfall if we happened upon one which was running.
From Serra Road we again turned southerly on the Glenelg River Road, up over Chimney Pot Gap and into a siding carpark which announced itself as Chimneypots Carpark.  We took the gentle walking track leading towards the cliff face through scrub, but tired of that after 15 minutes and turned back.  There were at least some interesting plants and flowers to look at along the way, and Hannah continued to build her rock collection.  Back in the vehicles and on the main road, we chanced upon a better view of the Chimneypots feature while stopping to look at the maps – these are a series of rockpiles along the top of an escarpment which do look a lot like small chimneys, but I still consider Barney Castle to be more spectacular.

Terry & Greg still harboured not-so-secret desires to try at least one more 4WD track, so we took Harrop Track north towards a couple of Aboriginal Art sites which are shown on the map – Manja Shelter looked to be a fair walk from the carpark, so we drove on to Billimina Shelter carpark instead.  The track was sealed dirt, and not vaguely interesting to hardened 4WD fanatics!

The walk to Billimina Shelter was not too bad, although longer than we would have liked considering that we had started to stiffen up after the previous day’s arduous hike.  More drought-affected than burned, the track itself rises gently around the edge of the hill.  A waterfall was signposted along the way, but the related creek was dry so we kept on to the shelter instead.  Unfortunately a lot of the artwork has faded, and years of water runnels across the shelter’s concave face have made the remains hard to see.  Still, the idea was there, and the shape of the rock intriguing.
Before finally getting on to the highway to drive back to Mildura, we used the tables in the picnic area of the carpark to have lunch.  We had just begun to notice a couple of kookaburras in the trees when one swooped right down to the table between Greg and I (sitting each side of the table), grabbed at the bread roll I was holding, and then landed on the ground nearby to check out its treasure.  Before long we were surrounded by more kookaburras, and a couple of black and white currawongs.  They were just like seagulls, but with much more threatening beaks.  We got a very good view of their way of banging large food items on any hard surface nearby to soften it up (like the stories I heard about the way they kill snakes, when I was in primary school).

By 2:00 pm we were on the Henty Highway for the return journey.  We stopped in Horsham for fuel, and made it home by 6:30.

