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A journey of self-healing
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IT took 3000 kilometres for the weeds to turn
into flowers.
Monique and Erwin Vanvliet spent
20 years turning a worn down farm near
Manjimup, Western Australia, into their
ideal home. While Monique had grown up
with horses, Erwin, who had worked as an
engineer in the Netherlands, followed his
dream to become a cowboy.
He broke in horses, entered reining
competitions and took tourists on rides in
the bush.
It was the blueprint they’d wanted, but in
recent years Erwin’s experience of depression
and anxiety began to build up.
“When he (was) at the farm and he looked
outside, he wanted to have everything
clean. He would say, ‘there’s so much work
and there are weeds and I need to get rid of
them,” Monique said.
Monique suggested travel as a way
to enjoy things again and to mend their
relationship. But for a year Erwin shook off
the idea. He had spent too many years on
that farm to walk away. How could he let go
of his 30 horses? But Monique persisted. So
Erwin finally agreed, with one condition.
“If you want to travel, we’ll go around
Australia. But I’ll take my horses,” he said.
Erwin decided to ride around the country
with his two horses, Giles and Tonto, to raise
money for Beyond Blue. He set himself a
target of raising $1 for every kilometre of
the 16,000km he hoped to cover, to help
the cause of about three million Australians
living with anxiety or depression.
After journeying for 10 months, Erwin,
Monique, Giles and Tonto and dog Olly,
made a quick stop in Red Cliffs so the horses
could have their teeth checked.
Tonto is a 10-year-old Paint horse, named
after the companion of the Lone Ranger.
Giles is a robust though undersized stallion.
Erwin said the pair deserved a rest.
Erwin knew Giles was a horse with
competitive drive. The pair had won the 2019
Western Australian Reining championships
and throughout their relationship, Erwin has
noticed how much Giles needed to get things
done.
The trip became as much a release for his
horse as it was for him. After 3000km, Erwin

Erwin and Monique Vanvliet (with Giles and Tonto) are travelling by horseback from Perth. They’re trying to raise funds for Beyond Blue and will continue
from Red Cliffs on to Healesville. 
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noticed a change in their relationship.
“First it was just him and me. Now it’s
more like we are together and … he loves it
when I start patting him. Things around the
relationship … have changed. “I think (we)
have gone through the same thing.”
The ‘same thing’ Erwin described was
a shift in their ability to deal with stress.
While for Giles this became noticeable in
his allowing a pat behind the ear without
stiffening, for Erwin it was the disappearance
of bad dreams, in feeling less tired and being
able to breathe better. When Erwin lay in
bed at night, his mind no longer turned over
and over.
Monique and Erwin’s trip hasn’t been
without mishaps. On day two, a difficult turn
out of a campsite resulted in a wide gash
down the side of the truck; a few days later,
Olly disappeared. But Olly was found.
Since then, Erwin, Giles and Tonto have
travelled across stock trails, highways,
beaches and along the cliffs of the Nullarbor
Plain while Monique followed in their mobile
home with Olly.
Along the journey Monique and Erwin
have discovered how others deal with

Once you let go of
(imperfections), you
don’t see the weeds
anymore. You just
see thistles and beautiful
flowers … You let go and it
gets easier to breathe right
trouble. They’ve spoken with farmers who
shared their difficulties with drought, their
animals’ health, their loneliness and anxiety.
While resting in Red Cliffs, Monique
mentioned the effect the journey was having
on regenerating Erwin’s sense of resilience.
“You can’t really help somebody. You can
say all right, ‘Calm down. It’s all gonna be
good’. But somebody needs to experience
(calm) themselves and … do it themselves.
“(We’re at a place) where (we) can enjoy
things together again, whereas before we
were sort of two different people where you
do your (separate) thing. Now we’re enjoying
(things) together.”

Anxiety and depression had caused havoc
for Erwin, but the journey underlined how
much those conditions could affect others.
He’d experienced a return of empathy, and
as he prepared to continue north, he hoped
he and Monique could share their positive
experiences to create better vibes for others.
“We want to try to fix … everything
around us and help other people, too.
“Once you let go of (imperfections), you
don’t see the weeds anymore. You just see
thistles and beautiful flowers … You let go
and it gets easier to breathe right,” he said.
Monique, Olly, along with Erwin, Giles
and Tonto, left Red Cliffs headed for
Healesville before taking the national trail up
to Cooktown, north Queensland. COVID-19
restrictions mean their route will change as
they see what paths open for them.
Reflecting on what he has seen since the
beginning of the journey last November,
Erwin said it had been “magic”.
“Everything’s turning and repeating itself.
You have to see it and enjoy it. It’s all you can
do.”
To read more about their journey and
donate, visit talesofthetrail.com.au.
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Nominations now open for
2022 Australia Day Awards
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Do you know someone who is making an outstanding
contribution to the lives of others and in turn, to our local
communities? Say thank you by nominating them for a 2022
Australia Day Award.
Categories include:
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• Citizen of the Year
• Young Citizen of the Year
• Community Project or Event of the Year
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Call 5023 1147 or download your membership form at www.milduragolfresort.com.au
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Nominations close at 5pm Friday 5 November 2021, and
can be completed online at mildura.vic.gov.au/AusDay

03 5018 8100
mildura.vic.gov.au/AusDay
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