Cairns, Australia

THE tempestuous clouds circled the hills, sometimes falling low enough to touch the fields of sugar cane that ran alongside the road. Our bus had approached the section of flooded road, tipped its toe into the water, realised the depth was manageable, and then proceeded cautiously. The sky was full of murky movement, and the storm blew through the banana trees and coconut palms. Soon, the mountains -- knolls of dense jungle -- came into sight. It was a scene reminiscent of the tropics. It was a scene reminiscent of Malaysia, where I spent my childhood. In a sense, it was a bit like coming home.

I loved Cairns from the moment I arrived. It had been a month since I'd arrived in Australia but I never really felt as if I was there. But this was the real thing. It felt like a foreign country. It felt far away from England.

Cairns was exciting to me because it brought me closer to south-east Asia, not only geographically (there was little left of Australia northwards), but psychologically. The vegetation was tropical: roadsides bloomed with palm trees, banana trees, huge ferns and vivid flowers. The wooden houses on stilts were like nothing I'd encountered along the coast thus far and they delighted me with their character. The muddy beach, the calm grey ocean, the silhouette of a fisherman wading waist-deep in the water and casting his nets… it was all beautiful.

Cairns also had life and charm. It wasn't just a dot on the map like Rockhampton and Bundaberg had been. It had atmosphere. It had energy. An abundance of natural treasures sit on its doorstep, which means that people from all nationalities flock to the town. The most famous reef in the world is just an hour's boat ride away; the Atherton Tablelands, a cool mountain retreat with fields of grazing sheep, is a two hour drive west; and the tropical paradise of Cape Tribulation is due north. Cairns' tourism industry is extensive. There was just too much to do.

The constant influx of people coming and going make the town wonderfully cosmopolitan and wandering the streets of Cairns I encountered an incredibly diverse mix. There were people who called the town their home, and there were people who called it their holiday home. Many Australians choose to move to warmer territory when the winter temperature down south plummets, renting out seafront property with delicate wrought-iron balconies and Mediterranean-style window shutters.

Then there were Japanese who stayed in plush high-rise hotels, didn't like to get their hands dirty and so were steered around the attractions in the comfort of an air-conditioned coach. The Europeans wore sandles and white socks, and the backpackers wandered around barefoot. It was like a little piece of everywhere.

Cairns has no natural beach but, as in other Australian towns, its place is taken by a man-made lagoon. Brisbane's had been lovely, Airlie Beach's pleasant; but I preferred Cairns, probably because I spent so much time swimming in it and sunbathing around it. I'd been deprived of the outdoor life for too long back in England, and now I couldn't get enough of it. I'd lie on the sand, watching a patch of golden sunlight shine onto the pool, turning it turquoise green. The backdrop of sky offered a breathtaking contrast; heavy, grey, and threatening; impressive, awe-inspiring, sublime.

I liked sitting by that lagoon, thinking and looking. The heavenly smell of greasy chips would waft by, held in the hand of a casual traveller who had succumbed to fast-food. I'd see a group of dainty Japanese holding a didgeridoo, for which they'd probably paid too much. Aboriginal faces with wild hair and wide noses would drift by with nowhere to be, and the sky would flash blue then grey, and back to blue again. A bored lifeguard would paddle in the shallow and hope for an eventful day with a drowning or two.

I explored Cairns' nightlife, venturing to all the beer gardens, seaside bars, and night clubs popular with boozed-up backpackers drowning their social skills in jugs of cheap beer. I had been steered away from one particular night club but my adolescent tendency to do exactly the opposite of the advice I had been given led me straight to the doors of The Woolshed.

The connotations with livestock were apt; it was the very definition of a meat-market. Backpackers were lured into the sinister basement club with vouchers that promised a three-dollar dinner. The budget-conscious flocked in, ate a plate of pasta flavoured with sauce-from-a-jar, washed it down with a jug of beer, and became drunk and disorderly. The room was a jungle of people climbing on tables, dancing on tables, and falling off tables. Approaching the bar involved passing a hundred wandering hands and sliding past a hundred tactically placed groins. Of course I was far too sophisticated for such an uncivilised place, but strangely I found myself there again and again.

That's what I took away from Cairns: palm trees and piss-ups. It was perfect.
