Planning your first big trip?

As more and more new adventurers enter the world retirement caravan travel is becoming one of the most favoured methods of seeing our huge outback for the first time.

All cashed up and raring to disperse some of it on that trip of a lifetime, many new entrants to the exciting world of caravan travel look for advice from the “old stagers”.  What do we need? How long will it take?  Can I take old “Shep” with me?  What about my boat?  Which is the best van? What type of tow vehicle?    The list goes on and on.

The following guide might assist in answering some of these questions and hopefully make the experience one that will keep you travelling for years to come.

Where to start?

Let’s start by saying that it is possible to travel right around Australia on a bitumen road. On the main routes, there are no longer miles of rough, dusty tracks scattered with rocks and potholes filled with bull dust. It’s getting harder to find the real rough tracks every year. Hell, there’s even talk of sealing the famed Gibb River Road, once the fear of first time adventurers and the curse of long haul road train drivers of the Kimberley.  Regular maintenance by road crews makes this a breeze by comparison to the early days, but it does still have its moments. The difference today is the ability for anyone to get true and accurate information on road conditions with relative ease. Tourism has insured that visitors are looked after like never before as the cash injections to outlying communities are their lifeblood.

Below are a few suggestions before you open the bankroll.

Write down what you think you want to do and decide if you have the time and the money to fulfil these ambitions.  Vans can cost as little as a few thousand dollars, but as is the case in all ways of life, you get what you pay for.  Perhaps a good way to start might be to borrow or hire a small tent or camper trailer and take it to a nearby holiday spot for a few days. Camp on a powered site at a local park and experience the life for yourself. On the way home pick a great spot by the river and stay a night around an open fire.

Before you leave, pack what you think you need then just head off. What you will find is that you have taken a lot of things you will not use and have left a few important things behind. A good rule of thumb is “When in doubt – leave it out!” It is amazing how little you really need and even more amazing how much we all carry that “might just come in handy”. The trick is to decide just what is right for you. Some veterans seem to have every base covered and always have that spare clip, hose or bottle of glue – others take nothing - but there always seems to be a willing hand to help in an emergency.

Now that you have experienced a short try-out, you will have an idea of what you might prefer. If you are happy sleeping on a blow-up mattress then a good camping trailer might be the ideal and generally cheaper way to go. You will be able to take many campers to spots a standard van will never go, but when it rains you may have second thoughts. The options are almost endless. If on the other hand you like a bit of TLC then a caravan or motor home may be more to you liking.

Again, you will be confronted with a thousand questions. How big?  Pop-top or van, motor home or slide on?  Single beds or double, with shower or toilet, tandem or single axle, off-road or conventional van? Getting confused?  Well don’t panic. 

Go for a walk through you local caravan park and talk to the occupants. Ask them why they have what they have and what they might change and why? You’ll find most will be only too happy to ring the praises of their outfits and show you all the features. Soon you’ll have some idea of what works and what doesn’t – you might even pick up on some of the lingo!  This will give you a feel for what is available and at what cost. Remember some people sell everything and make their van their home for years – it’s up to you.  Make sure you visit a few parks outside the busy periods. Many long-termers don’t travel during school holidays, Christmas or Easter.  Next, visit you local dealers and see what is on offer and at what price? Ask them if you can hire a van or if you can try one prior to purchase?  Van hire is available in many areas – check out the Internet and caravan magazines.

Now buy all the caravan and touring publications you can afford – an advert in the local rag will probably produce hundreds of back copies you could borrow from enthusiasts.  These will quickly build your knowledge but, no doubt, raise even more questions. Take some credence in the “experts” advice – they do, after all, have a deal of experience in a host of caravanning matters. Check out the dates of the caravan and camping shows and if you feel you are ready to take the plunge you’ll usually find a bargain to be had. Don’t be in a hurry though – look around on the first day, consider overnight and go and look again next day. Be prepared to haggle - don’t take the first deal offered and ask them to throw in extras. You’ll be amazed what can be achieved.

Making a Choice.

As you will find the choices are myriad but let’s try to narrow it down a little.

For many people the choice is daunting. Newcomers to the caravan life might like the space, size and comfort of an 18-20ft tandem rig but are either disturbed by the price, unsure about a tow vehicle, or simply have never towed so much as a 6 x 4 box trailer before. Let’s assume you are one of the hundreds of thousands who drive a normal family sedan like a Falcon, Ford or Mitsubishi. If you don’t feel you want to get in too deep too soon this will mean that you are largely confined to a van or trailer that has an aggregate weight of no more than say 1500 kg, allowing say 300 kg for water, clothes and other belongings. This will restrict the options to something less than say a 16 footer (approx 5m) in the newer style vans with very few exceptions. Most of the major manufacturers/agents can show you a suitable range that may legally, and most importantly safely, be towed behind a properly set up family sedan. This will require a weight distribution hitch, eg Haymen Reece 250 kg or similar, and some time at the weighbridge to determine that your vehicle can handle the appropriate ball weight of the van/camper you select. Not only is this a critical factor for safety reasons, but you may find in the event of an accident that your insurance is null and void if the tow vehicle and the load are not within the manufacturers specified allowance or State laws. Make sure you understand what your vehicle is specified to tow.

In choosing a van remember single beds will give you much more room to move in within a specific length than an island double bed and generally allow more useable storage space.  A rear kitchen could cause additional ball weight or too little ball weight depending on where the wheels are located. If set well back they can improve the handling, make better use of internal space, but like a sulky add more weight up front. This in turn has an impact on the steering. Don’t be compromised by a salesman who says “we’ll get them to put everything exactly where you want it” and then find on delivery that the ball weight is around 200 kg and makes the van totally illegal to tow with your small family sedan. Make sure they can deliver exactly what you ask for and get that in writing to avoid any disappointment later.  Any reputable dealer will help you understand this and provide advice. If in doubt, talk to a specialist tow pack installer.

Personally, I’d be looking at single beds in a 4.5 metre pop-top, with roll out awning, and if you can afford the extra few grand, air conditioning and a built-in water filtration system to help in more remote areas.  A back-up 12-volt power system would also be a prime consideration, as there are many areas that are a delight to visit that have no mains power. I’d expect this to cost between $23-30,000 depending on the level of bells and whistles you add. It’s possible to more than double that if you look at top of the range units, particularly with off-road capacity, but then the family vehicle won’t get where that van might go anyway.   Most of the major players have similar designs or can modify one to your liking. A full height van has added storage within the same weight range but will be more difficult to house and have more drag when towing.  It may be marginally lighter than a similar pop-top as there is extra weight involved in strengthening a pop-top. The fuel consumption will not vary greatly between the two so it’s a matter of personal preference.  Good second-hand units are a bit like hen’s teeth – hard to find, well worn, and usually requiring some dental work! That’s not to say they are not out there, just that a good one will take a lot more finding - and generally will not be all that cheap. If it’s really cheap then look for the pitfalls. Buyer beware!

Next step is to try and get hold of a similar van to get the feel for towing. As we suggested before, ask the dealer if he has a try/buy scheme before you sign a contract. That gives you a way out if before you hand over the hard earned. 

The introduction of the roll-out awning has revolutionised caravanning. The ease of operation, no need for bulky annexes and downright practicality make one almost an essential item. Once you have one you will never go back to the old style annexe, so give them real thought in your purchase options.  Most new vans now have these as standard.

If, on the other hand, you have a medium to large four-wheel drive and have had some towing experience, you may find a larger van suits your needs. Remember, simply because it is legal doesn’t make it safe.  It’s a strange thing but it is legal for someone who has ridden the train to work for forty years can go out and spend over $150,000 on a brand new Toorak tractor and a 6 metre tandem van weighing over 2 ½ tonnes and set off at 100 kph on the voyage of their life. No licence test, no training, and no thought for other road users, just the hope that nothing untoward will happen.

Maybe this will change in the future but until then I would strongly urge all new travellers to do a defensive driving course before you take off into the land beyond the city freeways.

Have you ever backed an eighteen-foot trailer into a confined space? If you haven’t, then expect plenty of useless advice at the first park you have trouble with. And you can bet it will be just before you wipe out the tap or clean up a tree branch. Have you ever changed a tyre on a four-wheel drive, or a trailer?  It’s a whole new experience, particularly on uneven ground.   The moral of the story is that if you are new to the game then start cautiously, with something you can handle. There’s plenty that don’t, and who jump in at the deep end and survive, but I’m sure they either have very patient partners or the makings of World War 3!

All this aside though, with the right experience, a medium/large four-wheel drive makes towing a great dealer easier and much safer. A turbo diesel with lots of pulling power will make short work of long uphill hauls, and generally give good economy. Again the choices are almost endless, so do your homework.  Most importantly ensure your choice and the van you tow are compatible with one another and that you feel confident in your ability to handle it.

What do I need to take?

After many years of travelling, my wife and I have refined our needs to what we consider the bare essentials. Obviously personal interests have a big impact on what you need but here’s what we have. This gear belongs to the van and stays there all the time.  It may mean we own two of many things but it means we can decide to go somewhere and be on the road in twenty minutes if we wish. Over time we have worked out what to put where, so that the load is balanced and ball weight is appropriate. The general rule of thumb is that ball weight should be 10% of the aggregate (all up) weight of the loaded van and including a full water tank.

In the Front Boot

Spare tyre, square/rectangular bucket (fits better than a round one) containing assorted tap fittings, portable roll up aluminium table, Teflon tape, gaffa tape, tent pegs for awning/attachments, and small cloths line (rope). Shade attachment for awning, anti-flap bars, annex matting, small shovel, hose, talcum powder for ant prevention, fishing rod holders and small plastic container containing assorted screws, nuts, glue, nails, hooks, and spare fan belts. Bait net and sealable fishing bucket/seat. mozzie repellent coils, midgie repellent bucket and oil, power wheel, tv antennae, small portable shovel, axe, wheel brace and small square aluminium plate for soft ground base, small blocks for van legs, 6 elastic ropes for shade awning, 2 tie-downs for roll out awning, broom and dust shovel, bait pump and net, soft leather gloves (you’ll appreciate these when the level rides are frozen) and hook for camp oven.

We opted for single beds as it enables much more room than in a longer length van with island double bed.

Under right single bed (His domain)

2 fishing tackle boxes (salt & fresh water), basket of standby (out of season) clothes, portable gas stove and spare canisters, tripod for camera, rechargeable torch/lantern, fishing rods with reels to match (surf, estuary, spinning, and boat), small four-man igloo tent, fishing manuals, spare fishing line, spools, lures, etc. 

A portable TV (surrounded by pillows as packing), rides on top of the bed whilst on the move.

Under left Single Bed

Baskets containing extra clothing, shoes, bags etc (just in case), basket for assorted keep sakes collected along the track, portable shower/toilet, back up supply of cask wine/beer. Plenty of room for collecting nick-nacks en-route.

Under Buffet seat

Trolley jack, spare extension cords, spare towels, canned food, picnic basket with all cups/plates etc. Back up supply of Toohey’s Gold cans.

Kitchen Cupboards

Melamine set plates, cups bowls, (4 each) small portable heater, electric fan, toaster, electric BBQ, electric frypan, non–stick saucepan/frying pan, small camp oven, electric jug, kettle. 1 large & 1 small saucepan, steamer, bucket containing assorted kitchen/ laundry cleaning gear (washing powder, detergent, bleach, pegs etc.) scourer, brush, steel wool. Glad wrap, foil wrap, paper towels, self-seal plastic bags, plastic rubbish bags. Canned soup/vegetables/pastas fruit, snack packs fruit & tomato paste, vinegar, and bottle of home-made sauce. Non-refrigerated fruit and vegetables, bottle of our favourite port, bottle of Glenfiddich whisky (for medicinal purposes), first aid kit, torch, stubby holders, port mugs. Matches, fire lighters, other small assorted round the fire gear.

Pantry

In sealed plastic containers - salt, pepper, sugar, tea, coffee, vegemite, assorted sauces, cooking salt, flour, corn flour, dry/sweet biscuits, bread, grease-proof paper, various herbs and spices, condiments, 2-minute noodle meals, rice, instant peas/beans/corn etc. dried vegies, single serve soups, curry powder, instant sauces. 240v/ 12v converter, torch, small box of bits and pieces that might be handy (drill bits, rivets, glue, Velcro, pins, Solvol, etc)

Fridge

All the usual perishables.

Small cupboard below fridge

BBQ tools, towels, box of fishing lures.

Microwave oven

Contains assortment of utility plastic gear.

Cutlery Draw

4 of each plus good knife, wooden spoon, tongs, ladle, egg flipper, egg rings, bottle/can opener.

Overhead cupboards on each side

Jocks & socks, shorts, handkerchiefs, and other light clothes. (3 each shorts / t-shirts). Books/maps, pens pencils, papers, torch, short wave capable AM/FM radio, mobile phone & attachments (1).

Rear Wardrobe

My Half

Minimal clothes – going-out shirts (1 in the wash, 1 on, and 1 on the rack), good casual pants (2) for posh dining, windcheater, jumper, wet-weather jacket. Footwear - good pair boots, 1 good pair leather Jimmy Wongs, 1 pair of going-out shoes. Shoe cleaner. Walking Shillelagh for the hills/snakes. Van warranty papers in shelf at rear.

Her  Half

Whatever she wants that will fit in the remaining area - got to keep the peace.

Pants/shorts requiring ironing go under the mattress and hey presto they are done in the morning - just like new!

Beds have sheets, wool under blankets, doonas, good pillows.

All cupboards are lined with anti-slip material available in most Manchester stores.  Folding baskets are used to house stuff under each bed.

We tow with a 3.0 litre Jackeroo turbo diesel and everything else goes in the back of it. Extensive toolbox, Engel fridge/freezer, car fridge, outboard motor, 2 portable chairs, recovery gear, vehicle spares. Maps, trip notes and diary in satchels. Anything we need for that day’s travel. Spare gas light, overalls, small groundsheet, 20 litres water, supply of large plastic rubbish bags, car cleaning gear, camera and gear, (video & 35mm with spare film) CD selection, spare torch/camera batteries. Umbrellas, backpack. Corflute cut to shape rear windows with Velcro strips to attach. (prevents broken window from flying stones on dirt roads, and piece of shade cloth with ties cut to fit front bull bar (grasshopper swarms at certain times inland).

On Roof Rack

Boat, 10 litres each outboard fuel, & Diesel.

This is our checklist before we leave and obviously varies according to where/what we intend to do/go. In winter we might also carry a small fire drum with screw on legs and bag of wood, small chainsaw and firelighters.  This is what works for us, but we, more often than not, travel with the same couple and there are things we don’t double up on - eg snatch strap, high lift jack, 12v power pack, 20l steel drum for hot water when camping out.  If travelling with friends work out who takes what so that there is no unnecessary doubling up. You don’t need two chain saws or fire drums!

Route Planning

We spend many hours planning a major trip. The anticipation adds to the fun of travelling.  We start with lots of disjointed pieces of information and as we usually travel with the same friends, the four of us then sit down over a beer and list all the places that each of us might have an interest in. Once we have this we drag out the map and jot down an initial route.

We then prepare a simple spreadsheet that shows the distances, probable stopovers, mileage, travel time, etc.

We agree we don’t want to spend the entire trip looking at white lines or potholes so we set down some criteria. We identify our prime objective and focus the trip around that.

We try to average no more than 150 km a day at an arbitrary 70 kph or say just over two hours per day over the entire journey. In reality this means that if we travelled for eight hours on any one day, then we would stop for 3 days in the one place to make up for the excess travel. This has proved to be a reasonable guide over almost all our long trips.

In many of the more remote areas there is really nothing to do but keep on trucking. eg Broome to Port Hedland where the country is mile after mile of mallee type scrub, dead kangas and horses, interspersed with salt bush and mallee scrub. This plan of attack enables us to calculate approx how long we need to complete the trip and thereby plan accordingly. 

With this mindset we then start to obtain up to date maps, area activities and things to see from all the major tourist information centres along the route. This involved writing to them, faxes, e-mails, or gathering info from the net. Over the months preceding we gain a pretty good idea of what there is to explore and what interests us as a group.

Further information gathering at the various caravan/camping shows in Melbourne arms us with a huge information source. We purchased a number of books/maps from the Melbourne Map Centre in 738-740 Waverley Road Chadstone. Ron & Viv Moon's books on the Kimberley were invaluable and provided a vast amount of information and directions. I then call on resources from workmates in our interstate offices and obtain all the RAA touring maps I can - these prove extremely useful in conjunction with the localised information centre area booklets.

Gradually as we refine the "plan of attack" and the base plan eventuates on our spreadsheet and enable other calculations.

We assume a base of 7 km/litre of fuel at an average of $1 litre.  Let’s say parks cost us approx $20/night and we spend say $50 per head per day on everything else (meals, entertainment, grog, tours, entry fees etc).  This shows us what we need to budget for, and if we can’t afford this then there isn't much point in going until we can. It’s no good being the other side of the country and having to face the reality of not holding sufficient funds.

In heading north or doing a lap of the block to include the Kimberley we collectively believe that we should leave no later than the end of May which puts us about two weeks ahead of "the pack". It proved a wise decision on our first major trip through the west as we had very little trouble with sites anywhere throughout the Kimberley, except Broome. We did not want to book ahead any more than say a week, as this would simply have created too many time restraints. The spreadsheet enabled us to gain a rough idea of where we might be at a given date if we stuck to the plan. It enabled us to make forward decisions as to when we could extend, shorten, or simply eliminate a stay.

Through a combination of research of what we wanted to see and calculating roughly how long it might take, we were able to set out a plan that proved to be fairly close to the mark.

Most importantly though we do not let it override the day-to-day decisions of what/where we would go - that would be crazy and result in missing many exciting places. If time is not a restriction then you really don't need it other than to log the places that are of interest. Before you leave remember that there are thousands of kilometres from the east coast to the top of Australia, so don’t miss a place for the want of an extra 200-300 kms. When we travelled the west coast did not think about this before we left, nor just how far away from home we were time-wise. We didn’t include Darwin or south of Perth as we plan to go there again. Now to go back to Darwin or Perth again means we will retrace the same ground for almost a month - in retrospect it may have been better to allow extra time and cover these places – but then we‘ll enjoy the next trips anyway.  Derby and the Gibb River Road were wonderful places but are almost 6,500 km from Victoria and two months travelling before you start to reach the dirt roads. Due to the abnormal wet the previous year we could not get into a number of places as roads to Mitchell Falls, Bells Gorge and Kalumbaru were still closed when we arrived, so it looks like we'll have to back track at some stage in the future.

The 'bush telegraph" also proves to be a real source of information, BUT sometimes misinformation. Superb places like Shothole Canyon and Turquoise Beach near Exmouth don't appear on the local tourist brochures but are simply not to be missed. We would not have spent so much time at Exmouth had we relied on brochures. We learnt of them at 80 Mile Beach. On other occasions we were told this place or that was marvellous e.g. Millstream National Park near Karratha- it proved to be pretty ordinary as far as we were concerned – certainly not like the glossy brochures. But one man's castle is another man's chook house!

Over the years we have planned our trips in a similar manner but never let the plan over-ride the enjoyment. We have travelled together throughout Victoria and along the east coast as far as Brisbane, usually choosing somewhere as a base then fanning out from there to see everything we could. It took us fifteen years to get north of Sydney with repeated trips to Merimbula, Bateman's Bay, Nowra, Kiama, and Shoalhaven Heads - all causing lengthy delays each year. We are already planning our next trip is the Gulf, Cairns and Cooktown in mid 2003.

In recent years our holidays have changed to more a nomadic style. Partly because we no longer have the kids to contend with and partly because time has not been such a constraint. Now we tend to be a bit more feral (more bush camping) and have become a bit more aboriginal in our stays - we are always on the move, a bit of hunting (mainly fishing) and lots of gathering (mainly rubbish - but girls will be girls!)  If we like a place we stay until we have run out of interest then move on for an hour or two and repeat the process.

The main thing in planning is not to get absolutely fixed on the itinerary – leave plenty of time spare and use the plan as a guide or reminder of what’s on where.

Helpful Information Sources

Only in recent years have I discovered the Internet and the opportunities that this medium presents. It was only by accident that I discovered some really helpful sites that have prompted me to supply them with most of the information attached. Have a look at these great information bases for fellow travellers Check out the "live" descriptions of the various parks - they often prove more accurate than the "rated" opinions in the various commercial tourist organisation publications that are really adverts for their group - and they don't have many of the out of the way spots. Try these sites: -

http://members.ozemail.com.au/~adryan/caravan/home.htm
http://www.obb.freeservers.com/HOME.HTML
http://www.exploroz.com.au
http://www.geocities.com/RainForest/3648/parks.htm
Communications in the Outback

It is worth mentioning what is out there in the communication field. Mobile phones might be ok in the big centres in the east, but outback on our first trip our Optus/Vodophone system was as useless as an ashtray on a motor bike - a carrier pigeon would have been  more reliable. These Telcos all say they provide service but in reality it is only when you own a satellite phone that you can guarantee service. Who can afford one or the call cost?  If you really head off road then no doubt they are essential insurance against a host of troubles.

Our friends have a Telstra pre-paid which seemed to be the best and works close to most of the more remote roadhouses when there was no service from the other providers. Phone cards are often unusable on those yellow or orange pay phones in many parks. We use email via a free Hotmail address and the local library or Internet café in most towns - works well - sometimes a small fee for the time or a need to book a time for use. Your local Internet café will show you how to set up a hotmail service.

We have a small quality short wave radio that proves invaluable in many places where local AM/FM radio is non-existent.  UHF/CB radio is quite useful, particularly between travelling companions, UHF is more expensive but give longer range and is more popular throughout rural areas and can be used to relay messages via base stations throughout Australia. For basic inter-vehicle short-range communication a cheap standard is fine.  There is a growing band who are encouraging the use of AM/UHF Channel 18 as the recognised caravan channel.

Some Other  Simple Tips

Talcum powder will deter ants which can be prevalent up north. Sprinkle around stays, wheels, water and sullage hose and electric cords. Don’t forget the awning posts or guy ropes.

Use a peg to stop awning tape flapping. Simply roll it up and peg.

Use a plastic bucket with lid as a mobile washing machine – 2” water, powder and half bucket of jocks and socks – it’s done on arrival.

Stop every two hours whether you feel the need or not.

Try a “Dream Pot” – have cooked meals ready on arrival with 10 mins effort at lunchtime. They’re usually available at camping shows.

Check you have turned the fridge to 12v before you move each morning.

Place small clothing items under mattress – they’ll be ironed in the morning. 

Fix two lengths of 30mm pressure pipe with end caps under van with metal saddles to store sullage hose – no smelly mess in front boot or cupboards.

Before you start to set up for the night – stop and have one stubby or glass of vino to unwind – you’ll find everything is less stressful.

Preparing lunch/morning & afternoon teatime snacks before you leave in the morning will save a significant amount of money vs purchasing en-route.

When giving reversing directions stand where you can see the driver – if you can’t see him/her – neither can they see you– simple, but can be the most frequent cause of angst between friends. If you don’t believe it spend between 4 –6 pm in any caravan park and watch!

When reversing into a site try to set up in such a way that you can see the entire right hand side of the van in your right hand mirror. It’s much harder to judge what you cannot see. Before you leave reception plan your approach if not assisted by park operator. It saves embarrassment. 

Make an extension to you caravan legs that enables it to be wound up/down with a portable drill – it’s quicker and easier and you’ll be amazed how often you use the drill for other jobs.

If off-road frequently carry stone protection for rear windows (cut to shape and fix with Velcro tape). Likewise plastic over door vents will reduce dust intake if you do not have a pressure hatch fitted.

Before you put down the stay legs make sure the annex/awning just clears the end of the concrete pad if you wish to peg it down – amazing how often you’re a few inches out. 

Packets of plastic electrical ties have a vast range of uses – carry a range of sizes.

Water is a scarce commodity in outback Australia and good drinking water is hard to find in many areas. Consider a small supply of “bought” water or top-up a container when fresh water is available. Lowering one annex/awning leg will enable collection of clean water during rain as long as you annex is clean.

A two-way spirit level/bubble glued to the drawbar will make setting up easier.

Soap makes a good temporary seal to a pin hole in the radiator or petrol tank and is also good bait for the yabby/shrimp net.

Shade cloth makes a cheap annex floor and a mat made from plastic grass (outdoor carpet style) is a great way to minimise gravel/dirt entering the van.

Don’t feed possums/birds/ducks in parks – they become a pest and leave calling cards. Never feed a dingo.

When stopping at rest areas leave only footprints and bury personal waste if you have no other alternative.

Don’t be afraid to talk to other travellers – it’s a great way to gather information.

Travel Groups

By exploring caravan and camping magazines, Internet sites and shows, you’ll find many groups that will assist with discounts if you are part of the group. Big 4, Top Tourist, and Family Parks of Australia caravan chains all offer 10% or better discount for each stay in their parks to a maximum amount (usually $20/stay) – you will quickly recoup the annual membership fee.  Joining a caravan club has lots of benefits, discounts, and is a great way to meet others.

