
Once upon a time, I was an 

Adventure Racer

In 2003 I travelled to Cairns for a 72 hour 

event called the Cairns Eco Adventure. 

It was a ball tearer and stacked quite the 

field. The mighty AROC (featuring Tom 

Landon Smith, Nigel Aylott, Alina McMaster 

and Matt Dalziel) won it that year and I 

spent 24 hours longer in the bush than the 

GeoQuest we’d knocked over a couple of 

months earlier. Then I went paddle 

camping on the outer islands with said 

AROC, extending the adventure and 

propelling my enthusiasm for this sport out 

of the stratosphere. 

Returning to Cairns in 2004 and 2005 for 

the rebadged, then downsized Quoll 

adventure races, which were loads of fun, 

coupled with trips to the USA, NZ and 

Canada, it was three memorable years of 

endless summers racing everything from 

Raid the North Extreme to the Southern 

Traverse. Sadly, the summer adventures 

came to a grinding halt in 2006, when I 

overheated at the GNW100 miler and that 

was the end of hot weather events for me, 

or so I thought. 



Fast forward a decade (after forcefully 

saying no to the Whitsundays XPD in 

2007, thanks to a broken tibia, and Cairns 

XPD in 2013, because I was retired), and I 

was in Townsville for the Tropics edition of 

XPD, on my 40th birthday. Coaxed out of 

retirement in 2014 I raced the very first 

WildsideAR with Sah and remembered 

just how much I love expeditions. That 

aside I don’t know if I was ready to drive 

the maps for 7.5 days for team Type 2 

Fun. That was a tough course, with every 

stage an epic, and bloody hot. Some how 

we managed ourselves really well, 

collecting every checkpoint and beating all 

cut offs, the heat didn’t cause as much 

damage as expected, so roll forward to 

2021, another three expeditions later and 

here we were, ready to go again……or 

were we.

Covid – What a horses arse a global 

pandemic turns out to be. Every team and 

the organisers have a story to go with this 

problem, so I won’t add to those. Our team 

had two other real concerns, maybe three. 

1. Su fell off her bike three weeks out 

and tore her bicep tendon. I had mine 

completely reattached in August 

2020, so I knew she would be rubbish 

in the kayak, and probably struggle in 

many other parts of the course too. 

But Su is tough. Really farkin tough. 

She would be in pain but probably not 

complain too much. Problem solved. 

2. Nathan is a new dad. He has bugger 

all time to train and sleep is 

questionable. His expectations were 

definitely not aimed at racing. We 

were all happy with not racing, so 

again, problem solved.

3. I’m a shadow of myself. The last two 

years have been completely shit 

health wise. Three major surgeries, 

post-operative arterial bleeding 

leading to multiple cardiac arrests, 

recurring shingles, unexplained loss 

of vision (complete, but temporary) 

and there was no reason whatsoever 

for me to consider an expedition right 

now. But I used to be an Adventure 

Racer…Problem solved. 



Stages 1 & 2. Were split perfectly for our 

wounded team. The boys drew the short 

straw though and had 22km of open water 

paddling in some fierce wind chop. 

Starting at 10.30am, on a low tide, Su and 

I tailed the field from the gun and picked 

our way along the rocky coastline, 

interspersed with sandy stretches and one 

too many middle aged men, bathing in the 

nude. A couple of dogs ran by, looking 

somewhat sheepish and we later learned 

one had bitten a competitor,  ending his 

race before it began. We estimated 4 

hours and were probably 30 minutes in 

front of that on arrival to TA1. It was 

already too hot.

Meeting the boys, already changing into 

their dry trek clothes, we moved out of TA 

and into the rainforest for 8km of out and 

back, visiting some scenic waterfalls close 

by Hartleys crocodile farm. It took a little 

longer than the planned 2hrs, but we were 

still up on our estimates.  The rough 

ground was knocking Su's feet up, so the 

boys split her gear into their packs, where 

it would remain for the next 5 days, and 

gave her a towline for the climbs.

Onto the bikes out of TA1/2 for Stage 3, 

we were certainly at the back of the field, 

but relaxed none the less. About 1km in, 

the road turned sharply up with a 6km 

climb. Roasting in the heat of the mid-

afternoon sun, I completely exploded. So 

did a few people on teams around us. 

Nath kindly lent me his towline, with 

Scotty occasionally extending his to 

Nath, and we ground our way up onto 

the plateau for the next CP. There were 

a few teams around us throughout this 

ride, and I needed to hike a few of the 

rolling pinches, but it was a 

straightforward 46km linear ride to the 

town of Mt Molloy. 

TA3 was a rushed affair, packing our 

bikes, changing to full trekking kit and 

preparing a 

couple of dehydrated meals each before 

catching the 4th of 6 shuttle buses to the 

start of the next leg. The trip was around 

40 minutes so we all ate well and rested. 

It was 11pm as the bus rolled out.



This next Stage 4, a 35km trek on paper 

had us estimating 14 hours, but in the 

end would take us over 18. The flat 

lands were covered in chest deep spear 

grass, and the CP's were all on high 

points. Trying to keep pace with another 

team we overshot the base of a spur we 

had aimed for at CP9, and decided to go 

it alone from there on. We ignored the 

roads mostly as they were freshly cut 

and not really going where we needed 

to. Along this stage we picked a wide 

gully to climb to the highest part of the 

range, because it gave the most 

certainty of location, least vegetation and 

shortest route. The flora in FNQ has all 

evolved to scratch, sting and stab you. 

Categorising it is easy, it's all bastard 

bush. In this gully we met a feral cat that 

was as big as a cattle dog.  He was bold 

and curious and stayed close by as we 

passed. The boulder hopping and free 

climbing was challenging, and Scotty 

loved it. Then we brushed under some 

bastard bush and were immediately 

surrounded by thousands of butterflies.  

They danced under our headlights, 

bumping into us and one another. It was 

surreal. 

As the new day broke we found 

ourselves at a high point, but perhaps 

200m from where we had hoped to land. 

It might not seem much, but this 200m 

was rugged and would take some work 

to cross. To be sure, I triangulated our 

position off a couple of obvious nearby 

peaks, before sidling and contouring 

across to our ideal position.  Nath really 

started to work at reading the map here 

so I gave him the lead and followed with 

occasional feature reassurance, but 

mostly he was on point. 

Arriving at the abseil CP, we were 

surprised to learn we were in 19th and 

the first team from the fourth bus to 

arrive.  Mid-morning now, it was 

refreshing to descend the 20m rope into 

a billabong and swim the 50m to the 

other side. We had a rope line to follow 

up and out though and the cooling 

advantage of the swim was soon lost. 

Trudging into the heat of the day the 

stage seemed to never end. It didn't help 

that I got excited and put us up the 

wrong spur before the last cp, only 100m 

or so, but it burnt matches that none of 

us had to spare. It was hot. Mid 30s and 

dry. There was no water on course, 

beyond the billabong, and we all ran out 

before reaching the TA.



Stage 5 was a cracker. 55km down a 

crocodile (fresh water) infested river, with 

hundreds of portages to pass fallen trees 

and strainers. We foolishly tried to 

rest/sleep at TA and wasted 3 hours in the 

process. Nath did the work of two on our 

boat, with my shingles sending outrageous 

amounts of pain into my hip and making it 

almost impossible to stand up. The first 

9km took 6 hours. It was shit.  We were all 

getting sleepy staring into crocodile eyes, 

which were everywhere.  They would ease 

themselves under water as we 

approached, barely making a ripple. At 

4am we called it and dragged the boats up 

the bank, making a barrier between us and 

the water, before hanging our wet clothes 

on some bastard bush and crawling into 

bivvy bags for a shivery sleep. On 

daybreak, we all heard the dull drone of 

‘the man that could talk for ten’ coming by, 

so we got back to it, swapped boat seats 

and had a really good time. Lots of moving 

water, a couple of stops to empty the hull 

because Nath and I had a boat that 

wanted to be a water tank, and one hell of 

a wild rapid towards the end. Yes, we 

paddled the Racer Rapid. Yes, it was 

farkin awesome. Yes, Su squealed like a 

girl, so did I.  Coming into the TA around 

3pm, it was 17 hours all up, but probably 

only 12 paddling, which was less than our 

16 hour estimate. 

No map, no compass, tracks everywhere, 

this was no place to ride off on your own, 

especially at night. I told her to ride with us 

and we would take her back to the TA. 

Fortunately we 'bumped' into her navigator 

about 10 minutes later and handed her 

over. Another 10 minutes and we found the 

other two team mates, giving them 

directions to their missing team. That 

debacle could have ended their race. 

Stage 6 was the Gold challenge, where 

we rode to 4 different locations and then 

had to go on foot to collect bags of dirt. It 

was a biggish ride loop 45-50km on 

dusty tracks, with about 15km of out and 

back on foot, mostly off track. The first 

CP meant crossing the Mitchell River, 

multiple times, so we linked arms and 

helped one another stay upright, 

whether carrying backpacks, or bikes or 

both. Lots of stopping and changing 

shoes and a truck tonne of focus on map 

and compass were the main ingredient 

for this stage.  We needed a nap at the 

third CP, sometime in the wee small 

hours, but we were pretty efficient 

throughout. 

When it comes to sleep strategy, we 

generally go until we can’t, then Bivvy 

until we shiver, then get up and start 

moving. There is no science to it. 

Back on the bikes before sun up and 

aiming for the last CP, a solo girl rode 

past in the opposite direction and I 

rubbed my eyes. Stopping to check the 

map, I thought WTF! Did you guys see 

that?  Yes they had. A minute later she 

returned saying 'thank you for that'? 

"What are you doing?" I asked "where is 

your team?". "We lost the navigator,  he 

is quite good but a bit slow. Then I just 

couldn't find the other guys." Was her 

reply.



We cleared the final CP in daylight and 

were transitioned by mid-morning for a 

90km ride. Stage 7 The temperature 

peaked 40 degrees and it was a baking dry 

heat. No one was happy. We detoured to 

an old airfield, about 6km south of the 

CP19 we wanted, and rested under some 

abandoned Dongas (Demountable Onsite 

Garrison Accommodation – or home to Fly 

in Fly out Miners) between midday and 

3pm. We would have cooked trying to 

continue. 

Su was first to rally as usual, so we all 

saddled up and got back on the trail. It was 

pretty straightforward nav from here so I 

shut down and Scotty took the maps. The 

first CP was a creek about 40km into the 

ride and the only chance for water, so we 

purified and loaded our bottles. Thankyou 

Erin from the all-girls team for wading out 

to fill our bottles and save our dry feet. 

Then up to the town of Mt Mulligan, where 

75 miners were lost in a blast back in the 

1930s. The town is long since deserted, 

now the base for a cattle station. Tapping 

away into the night we arrived at TA near 

11pm, so the ride estimate was close. 12 

hours including a 3 hour rest.  

Unfortunately, our bike boxes had not 

arrived, so we ate, changed and grabbed a 

nap. 

In the middle of the morning we watched 

the blood moon set over the range we'd 

trekked the day before, some 20km 

distant. Stopping for a final supper, we 

rationed out the remaining food and 

laughed at the thought of another 20km on 

3 peanuts. Then the clouds rolled in and 

whited us out completely. Shit got real and 

the four of us worked like a police line, 

combing the ridgeline to stay on top. One 

small mistake cost about 30 minutes and 

nearly spat us off the side.  Other teams 

suffered far worse, but we never saw 

them. 

The final descent in daylight was a cliffy 

plunge that saved a few km. Then the road 

out proved hot and sleepy, so we took a 20 

min kip in a ditch before closing it out. 31 

hours. Wow. Just wow.

At about 1am we had packed the bikes 

and were ready for the Queen Stage 8, a 

whopping 60km trek along a very remote 

part of the Bicentennial Trail. This trail is 

better described as a route, but there are 

some markers and the occasional track. 

We had a couple of false starts, then fell 

asleep about 5km in. We bivvied up and 

waited for daybreak. Then we were off. 

To say Nath found his nav out here is an 

understatement.  Route selection was 

everything and we checked, counted, 

aimed, measured and cross checked our 

way through flawlessly. Bloody hell it 

was good. Scotty disappeared, 

physically. One minute he was our 

packhorse, loaded to the flanks, then as 

we cleared the narrow neck saddle to 

exit the maize, he took on his day 4 

P.O.W. persona.  This is despite the fact 

that he had already eaten the spare 

team meal he was carrying! As the sun 

set we dropped out of the hard to 

navigate section and decided to take an 

hours break. Job mostly done. Over 

halfway but the mental challenge had 

been met. 

By midnight we had started the 8km 

ridgeline, which took some 6 hours to 

traverse.  It was steep and unforgiving 

underfoot.



Had we been 12 hours quicker 

throughout the week, the next ride would 

have taken us 60km across to the 

Barron River for a 40km white water 

paddle, but it was not to be. Instead, we 

were short coursed for Stage 9, 65km to 

the finish line. It was largely a reverse 

journey of day ones ride up, only this 

time we got to go down. Unfortunately, it 

wasn't overly rideable on the track from 

Kuranda to Palm Cove. Instead Scotty 

bull dogged his bike down the washed 

out walking track while Nath tried to 

avoid Friday Fails on you tube.

We often finish these races a little bit 

bruised and broken. This time out it was 

the reverse. I could hardly put a sock on 

when it kicked off and for the first three 

days wheezed and grunted with every 

stab my shingles delivered. I whinged a 

lot and if it hadn’t been so bloody hot, 

probably would have shed more than the 

occasional tear. But the team quietly 

persisted with me, lifting, towing, 

pushing and allowing me to immerse into 

the maps. I carried a personal EPIRB 

and some Rhino Balloons in case of a 

bleed. It is crazy to think how that would 

have played out! Thankfully we will 

never know.

Not much has been said of Su, because 

she doesn't say much. She just slides 

into a rhythm and turns loose to the 

process. The perfect approach really. 

Only asking for timings to ensure 

sufficient food, occasionally blowing her 

own trumpet just to keep us awake. 

When I am asleep on the march she 

quietly slides in behind me to steer until 

we all need a rest. 

Scotty creates more laughs than anyone 

I have ever met, not through jokes, but 

simply through being a Classic Taylor. 

He’s also as strong as an Ox. He often 

re-sorts our gear boxes and leaves us 

without ample food for the next stage, 

which is hilarious because he has the 

least spare fat to burn. 

Nath is your above average all-rounder. 

Now that he has some Nav confidence, 

he might not need this broken old man. I 

am sure there are a few more big 

adventures in his future. 



Type 2 Fun are about as good a team as I 

have ever had time in the bush with. XPD 

Rivers of Gold was my 6th XPD (it was 

also my 16th Expedition Race) and the 

third time out with these warriors over the 

full distance. They look out for each other, 

work hard, laugh and share. It has been 

the greatest of pleasure racing with them 

over the years, I wonder if there is another 

one left in us?

Finally, to our biggest supporters, our 

families. Thanks for putting up with our 

need to break free from society every once 

in a while and smell the back country. 

Without your support and understanding, 

we could never really enjoy these 

adventures.

- Matt Bacon 


