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e Perth-Alb any-Perth Randonnés, runacross je Harsh)
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braved the miles of isolation... and the snakes, kangaroos)

- monster owls and killer trees.

on the
lonelie

road in
the world

Remoate doesnt quite describe the 1200
km course of the Perth-Albary-Perth (FAP)
evenl. There's a 153 km strefch with not a
sinle hotse, junction, shop, garage. .. or
anything. kst a straight road across an
awe-inspiringly lonescme landscape.

“This is the most remote twehve
hundred in the workd " sald event crganises
Wayne Hickman, as he stood on the
halcony of Callie foothall club in Perth on a
chilly September daybreak, with the
bilustery wind and damp clouds swirling
around us.

Az I urned to go he said: "Did you get
the route change for today?” He let the
prospect of gatting lost out there fully get a
grip, before he pointed over to the outdoor
cycle track and said-"Two laps of the
velodrome before you goo

The small size of the held — 71 at the
start —and the night stops which bring
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everyone iogether at the end of each day,
gives the ride a collegiate feel. Before
travedling to Perth, | was contacted by AUK
PAP weteran Jubian Dysan. He's done three
PAP rides. He affered a share of an Airbink
nwear the start, so there were four of us -
Chriz Horsefield, Andrew Heard, hulian and
me. We thus had time to get to know each
other before the event, and it tumed out
that we all ride around about the 20kph
miark and sowere able to ride together a
bot. In fact Chris and | were almost perfectly
matched for pace, so we had howrs of chat
and laughs to pass the time, which made it
@ really sociable ride.

The ride starts at 5am, in the dark, on
the fskm Perth Shared Pattweay - an
awesome two lane bike pathwhich runs
alomgside the freeway. We flew off from the
start at an adrenaline- pumping 40kph with
ithe strongest riders at the front. Afier only
bl 10k we were starting to overiake
riders wh bad takien the sensible decision
e chro alf the pace. Soan, a vosce from the
clarkriess on my bell saick "See you at the
findshy, which decided it. Time for me to
drap off the pace too, and chat to Brian
Hornby from Quieensland on his third PAR

His presparaticon for the event had
consisted of an admirable atternpt to make:
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it harder by significantly reducing his power
o weig ht ratio with a trip to New York and
then a cruise with a free bar to Canada - so
e was keen nat to burm any matches too
SO0,

o irthe reality check was contagious;
caly about half a dozen sprinted past to
catch the leaders, everyone ebie seemed
happy to drop the pace and stay out of the
wind. Owver the next 10km or so about five
of six riders formed a steady little peloton,
and riders took tms to come to the front,
keeping the pace at a steady 30kph

Az we moved back down the line, we
Just cut in at the back of our team so that
we didn't put anyone an the front who was
going to speed up, break the rhythm, or

take us all out by hitting the brakes. [t was a
thing of beauty, After the cyce path ended,
some traffic lights, juncilons, and a

substantial headwind (which was to test us
all the way to Albany) blew the group apart.
Bust it didn’t ratter, we'd covered a fast

T5km without too much effort - and were
almast at the first control.

As we pudled into the bakery the lead
grousps were just heading off. No warries, a
quick drink, feed, and off alone into the
headwind, Happy encugh, but within 100m
| passed Chais from our Alrbnks pulling food
out of a bag at the roadside, sol soft
peddied until ha'd caught me, each of us
thinking itd probably only be a kilometre or
two before the other dropped us, we set off
into the wind chatting, and rotating, and
the kilometres ticked by. The headwind
showing single riders, and favouring groups,
we gradually formed into anather little
group and headed for the next control.

I'd decided to see if | could really
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immerse myself in the joy of riding in the
moment, and cultivate that meditative state
in which time speed, and distance don't
feature; just pedal, enjoy the view and you'll
get there. This was working well | hadmt
broken my resolve ta not caleulare my
average speed, once and hadnt even
bothered to know how Ear it was o Yaroop,
so the control under a huge fig tree was
upon me in a blink. A great stock of food,
drink, tea, sandwiches, volunteers stamping
the cards and just generally looking after
us,

1Chrris had disc rubbing issues, so |
pushed an, setting off at the same time as
amother rider sowe teamed up to take the
headwind. When sheltered we chatted and
she told me her chilling London-Edinburgh-
Lesndan tabe of riding on the time limit into
the Fens headwing in the night alone,
packing, out of time at 5t lves. As we
battled into a headwind on the second day
1 had a feeling that the sense of deja-wi
woulld be too musch for her, and s it was,
She was just one of the 50 per cent of the
freld who dropped out.

Chiris, whao had packed on the Great
Southern Randones two years ago was
haunted by the memary. However, that he
caught me in the ssction to Bussleton
without any ill effects after his brake issues
corvinced me, if nat him, he was going to
be fine.

Cheered by our first kangaroo sightings
{but anxious about collisions with them) we
rode an inta the headwind, and eventually,
sunset. And on to Margaret river in plenty
of time. There would definitely be sleep

The climib to Masnup had been talked
aof all dhay, s wee loitened, like penguins
waiting for a group toform to make it safe
to nen up the beach —faffing, nodding,
rushing, and then the roll out into the black
nightin semall groups. After an bowr or sol
hiad to stop for a pee, confident | could
catch my companions. | told them to ride
on and not to wait. After gazing at the stars.
fror a while: | gueessed they were probably a
kilometre up the road, 5o | set about
gradually winding them in.

Pedlalling in the zone, total darkness all
arotind, there was a sudden sweeping anc in
from high — my brain for a moment
convinced | was about to get flattened by a
kangaroo. It was a huge white owl which
had spotied something in the road in the
beam of my headlight. its swoop endedina
wvertical drop. Wings upstretched, he looked
four feet tall. With the prey in his claws, he
turmed to look at me with huge eyes and
with two powerful down strokes he went.
back the way he'd come, up and over my
hazd &l e in s coanda of cornnds buran
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1 had triphe cause to be happy. The owl,
the: discavery that the threshold for calling
an ascent a climb is lower in Australia than
iit ks in Wiessex or Wales, and 1was dearly
going to get plenty of sleep.

s we climbed into the night control we
could see a huge electrical storm off in the
distance fighting up the sky, and no doubt
pouring with rain. However, it wouldn't
trouble s - wie were neary there. 1t tumed
out we were among the first third of the
field into Nannup, and after great foed and
a hot shower | was ushered into a school
healll at about Tam - noise cancelling
headphonesin hand - to find not a single
snorer. The owl was now the second most

unususal thing d seen on this ride.

The heacharind was strong, the first
control 2 long way away, and you don't
want to be out of time at the end
wandering why you slept so long on the
first miggh. Abarm call requested for 34%am,
Chiris and | were off at 1.30.

We'd pedalled through vast, silent, dark
forests for some time before we saw the
first glimmer of light in the sky, and then on

“kangaroos® at the top of my voice - and
like: an army, they bounded off to the forest,
where they disappeared from sight.

The scrub is amazing. On the face of it,
it's one vast ewcalyptus jungle, but in fact it
changes slightly every few hundred metres,
ebbing and flowing as the ancient
microclimates transition, creating variations
in shade, shelter, altitude, rain, and soil.
There are thousands of species of
eucalyptus, many of which can only be
differentiated while saplings, and the
landscape constantly changes with subitle
wvariations in tree type, height, light, and
undergrowth density, It's hypnotically
beautifil to ride through.

A control at the half way point had a
small fire to keep the mosquitos at bay, plus
tea, cake, coke, chat, and bottle refill. Then it
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was off to dio It again, this time with mors
wind, and more siraight bits, Thenes kyvels
of Auda fitress - it enough o doa ride;
arid fit enotgh todo B whatever the
wnather, | loethee lst LFL, this was taming
Inde the sort that neaded the latter. This
wind needed powes 1o punch through,

withot It yourse on a vicious cycke of lck of

speed, lack of deep, lck of speed,

vouid think @ be hasd not to.oount
dowm the klometres when thares a marker
avery 10k, bt i1's easy i you dont ook ot

2 the chock, and IF you resist the lemplation to
¢ ko whal Time It i, you can make cach

o focd [k 1s come iy the blink of an oyo.
A5 we rode into the night Chrts was
fealing the deep deprivation, and our pace

showeed, but | was happy to iide with him

and enjoy the pkght, We mayhe jost an hou,

boust the mun Into 2 sheep control 1S a Zone
whese doubis can creep In, and accldents
happen, and | didn't want to keave him on
s oo,

The Albany control & a iesidential
colloge. We got awssoms food Thete was
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& el soun bust ight... wu pedulied
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somie hillarity when | asked for a second
hedpang of the st rawhery pasta -
strawterries, tomatoes, they e bath red.
i encacher sense in iy head for a moment
Thaeeny i wees fakony up 2 bot of stads foa
bed In owr cwm room?

After anather hot showes, my head
it the pillew and | slept [or low howrs
straghit, weking up in scoctly the
posstion fd lasd down i when the alarm
wienit off | fiodl ot of bed lnoking for the
phone, and had o take a moment to
weork oul where | was. Blilss.

Wil Ky w3 Rancd o fnen
w3 S06km 10 Go Sgn means 1S anly
200 miore foday, and thon 200 tomaomaw
— nearly these We can do that, right?
Finaily, with the wind behind us we
Heacded north, On up 10 the Bakery at
MAGLINT Bk,

Iwasn't eally paying attontion and
thought the next stage was 110km with
o shops or houses 5o bought Ioads of
foeaed, ol Lo Fined ot that the leng stage:
wias The one after this, 6%k baly, |

packed inthe food anyway, 25 we salled along
I thetall wind to another one-shop-town,
than off into the deep scrubagain. The taihwind
enabled us to stay iogether and engoy the
amazing kindscapes - both botanical ared
sorlal. Just a8 wiid qiven U on a cortol to
replenish, these it was, staffed as abways by the
whesrful walunteers. And then back ofl nto the
suirsel, and on Info darkness.

The Itk cafes in Boyup Brook had staved
oy for us and Inwe stumbled: mug of hot
tea, a shared sandwich, and off Into the ran
which gradually got heawier. By the lime we
dhescendod again 1o Presion Rives, I was
pouring, and qold

My mind kept expecting dry stone walls an
elther side of the road, and was forming the
scrub Into hedges in front of whitewashed
oottages, bul every tme | shone my lights o
ther sk It was clense eucalyptis. i you had
diopped me on to this read In these condiions
and sald guess whese you are” | would have
sal Scotland.

The whale don't kak at the clock® Thing
s panning ol really wiell | had no idea of the

time: and i all seemed 1o ba fying by |
caught a rider on the chimb o the final seap
siopat Collie, macle a bodgeof The gear
change todrog fo the sower speecd and
thirew the chain off the front and rear
sprockats. Confident |oould catch him again
I wawvesd b o, aned set about removing the
hain withet diamaging the Spokes. As | did
s, these was 2 hiuge crack a5 a elcalypius
sormewhion In the woods below shed a big
branch. When | caught the recumbent rider
he stantexd telling me stores of deaths and
niead deaths 3l the hands of the=widow
ke T, It ceatabnly took my mand off the
cokd and the it

Finally, we pedalled though the desobte
‘wet streats of Collie and nto the control |
gal the controller o ke a photo of me 1o
st B totally soakad | was, but | fust ook
suped happy In that plotuse. Arway, we
were very wed, and very cold. Thene weoe
pecple abandoning behind s, getting
pricked up by the birs over 900k Inta the
i,
Fatigue amaongst the ather riders was
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olbwiousky satting In. The dorm soundied e
a taeton gym during PER the air beds
soundled Bke a sea of space hoppers
compressad ingethar, and outside i pined.
5o odly a bit of sleop befor a Gam wake-up
call, and Fam departere. Hot food Is served

the mstant you walk into the dining room. it

speads things up a lot.
s | Pk ot o tomm, & fresh ridir
pedalled up o me We stnscdk up

conyorsation. Bryan wes thankang of

busticing up for PEP starting with the 200km

Collie 1o Perth brevel. We rode all the way

bk to perth together, jekang, chatting, and 8

2t thve e, ez thime Trialll g aigs the bike
pth with the: Alrbnb cress 1o get badk
befose dark.

Fikiing the end of a big evenl with
friends, and a ides with fresh legs 1 3 great
fesling, The adienaling, helped by soms
snakn skghiings on the bike path, meant we
were perfectly timed to finitsh in daylight,

Al IR all a gresd evend, and a grest
expertence. Il | possibly can, Pl be backin
o years fme

'p‘lrugh,hul in fact it changes sightly
exery few hundred meétres, ebbing
arid flowing as the andent ™
miicroclimates transition, creating
variations in shade, shabter, altitide,
rain, and soll X




