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MOUNT COOK IN ONE MONTH
A first ascent

by FRANCES BOYSON
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If climbing the treacherous, ice-coated, crevasse-laced 
slopes and faces of Mt Cook is out of reach, what’s 

the next best option? Climbing the second highest 
mountain? The third? The fiftieth? None of these 
seemed an appropriate alternative. But one morning, 
an idea emerged, a seed was sown. We found a way 
to summit that sublime peak after all—we’d just do 
it indoors. Was this wise? Climbing 3,724 vertical 
metres indoors, on plastic holds? A month of pumped 
arms, bruised fingers and aching muscles, with neither 
fresh air nor expansive alpine views as a reward? No, 
clearly it was a terrible idea. But Kristy and I were 
too stubborn to let it go once the thought had taken 
root. And so it came to be that we began our ascent of 
Mt Cook—inside a month—at Ferg’s climbing wall.  

I’d like to pen a dramatic tale of a first ascent. A story 
of two mountaineers, bound together by a goal, struggling 
through adversity with determination and inner strength. 
But try as I might, there’s little drama to recount from 
29 days of repetitive 10 metre ascents. So in place of 
that, this is a homage to indoor climbing. And a homage 
in its own way to Aoraki Mt Cook, that majestic peak, 
atop whose angular frame I will never stand.

What place does a tale of climbing have in a WTMC 
journal anyway? Worse still, indoor climbing. Well, 
all good mountaineering begins with good climbing. 
Learning the physical skills to ascend rock and ice 
efficiently is one gain, but perhaps more importantly 
is the skill of moving safely in a pair using ropes and 
anchors. Well that’s the theory anyway, but it’s not 
relevant to me, for I already resigned myself to living 
life below the alpine realm (cf WTMC Journal 2015). 
But even for those of us who will never traverse those 
knife-edge ridges, never stand on grand plateaux or walk 
ahead of our partners carrying Kiwi Coils, climbing 
does great things for trampers. It improves balance, 
core strength and stamina for hills. It strengthens arms, 
shoulders, backs and legs. Steep sections of Tararua tree 
roots almost become a relief rather than a bane, because 
shifting effort from legs to arms is easy for those with 
strong shoulders and backs. It changes scrambling 
forever—instead of seeing a problematic section of 
rock that we fear might be insurmountable, when rock 
climbers scramble we just see giant holds everywhere. 
Our eyes twinkle with excitement at the rare opportunity 
to put rock skills into practice. 

I started climbing as a result of a poster at a 
community gym in Brixton, London, headed with the 
bold statement ‘Anyone Can Climb’. This cannot be 
true, I thought, for they can’t possibly have factored in 
me. But something about the audacious claim made me 
want to call their bluff. If it turned out not to be true, 
I’d have the Advertising Standards Authority straight on 
it—I know my rights. Of course they were correct—and 
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if I can climb, anyone can climb. I may not climb with 
balletic grace, I fall from easy overhangs, I can’t heel 
hook and I scuff my shoes noisily as I drag my body 
unnaturally up the wall. But it doesn’t matter one little 

bit. To climb indoors you don’t need huge upper body 
strength, or an unnatural ability to balance your body on 
seemingly nothing. All it takes to climb indoors is to go 
climbing—to just do it. 

So all it took to climb Mt Cook was to just do it. Well, 
almost. It required us to give up many all other activities, 

because to achieve our goal, we needed to climb 800 m 
a week. To put that in context, before we started the 
challenge, I was climbing twice a week, and doing about 
70-90 metres a session, which already felt like a decent 
effort. I had to more than quadruple this. It required us to 
concede that, for the month of the ascent, climbing would 

become a repetitive, monotonous activity. We didn’t 
have time to try new difficult climbs or we’d never make 
the summit—instead we had to do tedious repetitions on 
climbs whose moves we could master easily. We had to 
put up with pain and injury, and find ways to deal with it. 
I endured waking nights in a row with aching tendons in 
my fingers and wrists. I gained new pains in my shoulder 
that haven’t yet departed, bruised legs from falling onto 
hard holds when tired, and sore calloused hands. 

So when the month was over, would it prove worth it? 
Pursuing this arbitrary goal with all those costs? I agree 
with whoever it was that said that one of the great things 
about climbing is that it has no purpose. You go up, you 
get to the top, you come down. It demands complete 
focus and commitment, yet outwardly achieves precisely 
nothing. At least that’s the case in the gym. For me that 
is a great pleasure. When I’m climbing or belaying, I 
can’t do anything else. I can’t obsess about productivity, 
rewrite my to-do list, or receive messages on my phone. 
I arrive with a full mind and I leave with an empty one. 
There’s a reward of new strength, a stronger body, and 
silent aches and pains the day after that remind me that 
my life is not all about typing at a desk. The reward of 
achieving things I didn’t think I would achieve. Of testing 
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myself, of training to the point of failure, but knowing 
that I tried. And there’s a huge social reward, for while 
the individual moves are solo, the act is partnership. I 
couldn’t and wouldn’t spend my evenings doing this if 
it weren’t for the camaraderie, encouragement, sense of 
team and sheer fun that I experience from climbing with 
my friends. 

The great thing about climbing a peak indoors is you 
get to pick the route. We started at sea level, because 
we didn’t want to be accused of cheating by starting at 
the village at 700 m. We ascended the Haast Ridge, and 
had a cuppa at Haast Hut to boot. In week two, out of 
necessity from exhaustion, I finally heeded the advice 
my friends had been giving about climbing with my 
legs rather than my arms. For the first time I felt like I 
understood how to shift my weight to move efficiently. 
In week three, we reached Plateau Hut at 2,000 m. We 
crossed the Grand Plateau and eschewed the Linda 
Glacier—both because you mountaineers can keep those 
unpredictable seracs to yourselves but also because what 
self-respecting Brit born in the 80s wouldn’t choose to 
travel the Bowie Ridge? By now we were in a rhythm. 
We cruised up 200 metres in an evening without really 
noticing it, even 300 metres. We were not doing hard 
climbs, but we were doing a lot of them, and doing them 
fast. My movement on the wall started to flow freely; 
I started to take the time to set my feet properly on the 
holds. I became stronger than I’ve ever been. 

For the final ascent, we cut across the lower East 
Face to join the North East Rdge. On summit day, for 
the final pitch, I chose a nasty climb I’ve been working 
on for months. Maybe that day, with summit fever in 
my favour, and all the stamina I’d gained, I could finally 
send this one clean. I felt confident as I ascended the first 
few metres, the movements so familiar and well within 
my abilities now. At the crux, I strained for a left foot 
hold, though I knew there was none. My foot flailed and 
flagged in uncontrolled ways. I pushed my right hand 
down behind me on an awkward hold, and twisted my 
right foot inwards to reach a high ledge. I pushed up, I 
was almost standing, I had my hand so close to the next 
hold—and then crash! I fell and bounced on the rope. It 
wasn’t to be. That elusive clean ascent would stay out 
of reach a little longer. But I could still make it up the 
climb, for we were only in the gym after all. After a rest, 
the moves came easily, and I cruised to the top. And 
suddenly I was there. I was at the summit. I closed my 
eyes and imagined I was really there, looking over the 
Alps, the motionless waves of peaks and ridge lines as 
far as the eye could see. I had just climbed 3,724 metres. 
I was standing on the top of Mt Cook. It was every bit as 
good as I had hoped.
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THE WTMC QUEST TO FIND HAPUA KORARI
A navigation adventure in the Tararuas

by HOLGA FIEDLER

Hapua Korari
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In Maori mythology Hapua Korari was a sacred lake in the Tararuas, 
hidden in the dense forest with the huge rimu trees, and where the 

legendary bird, the hokio, lived in the company of kotuhu, huia, kereru 
and kaka. The lake was a retreat of the Tohunga who would go there to 
commune with the Atua and gather the rare plants that grew there for 
medicinal purposes.

During the 19th century there were the first Pakeha attempts to find 
the lake—since the lake was sacred the tohunga would not disclose its 
location. The government even offered a £200 reward to the discoverers. 
In 1885 Charles Bannister and his two friends Mundy and Akitu set 
out on an expedition to find the lake—but were unsuccessful. One of 
the difficulties the explorers faced was deciding in what area of the 
Tararuas the lake could be. Maori on the eastern side of the Tararuas 
thought the lake lay near the headwaters of the Ruamahanga River, 
while Maori on the western side thought it was somewhere between the 
headwaters of the Otaki and Ohau Rivers. In 1898 Duckett and Harris 
found a small lake hidden in dense bush near Ruamahanga Forks. This 
lake had a small island which fitted perfectly the description given by 
the eastern Maori, and the mystery of Hapua Korari seemed solved. 
But in 1920 a party of explorers found what appeared to be the remains 
of a small lake on Oriwa Ridge, and although apparently drained it 
was located where the western Maori had described it, just south of 
Wiaopehu overlooking the Horowhenua. It is now known that a fault 
line under the lake has moved in historic times opening a fissure that 
remains today and that there would certainly have once been a lake 
filling the hollow.

So if from the stories told about the lake it appeared to have had a 
dual personality it was because there were actually two lakes that were 
both known as Hapua Korari. But there are differences—the eastern 
lake has an island the western didn’t. More importantly the western 
lake has large flax bushes and the eastern doesn’t. Since Hapua Korari 
means hapua (lake/ pond in a hollow) and korari (flax sticks) then 
the western lake would seem to be the real Hapua Korari. But all this 
doesn’t really matter—the two histories can be accepted and simply be 
separated and each part attributed to the correct lake.

Bannister’s diary of his attempt to find the lake still exists today and 
makes for fascinating reading. He started from the Waingawa Valley 
with his two friends carrying between them a rifle, 2 billies, 2 pounds 
of rice, a dozen shallots, and some home-made scones. They travelled 
over Baldy (called Baldhead then) to South King and then to Dorset 
Creek where they tried panning for gold. Then to the Waiohine River 
and up the Park Valley to Pukematawai arriving after 5 days travel. 
The next day they headed for Arete (named Hanga Ohia Tangata then)
only to find stormy clouds heading their way over Dundas. The Maori 
guide Atiku was certain (correctly) that the lake was not far away but 
with almost no food remaining and bad weather approaching they 
turned around and headed towards Girdlestone before dropping down 
a spur (probably Pinnacle Spur) to the Waingawa River and camping 
at a major junction (Arete Forks). They shot a blue duck here but found 
it almost inedible. Then on up Table Ridge, and down to Mitre Flats 
via the spur next to North Mitre Stream. Here they caught and cooked 
pigeons, weka, huia, kaka, and a large eel. Eventually they returned to 
civilisation via the Mikimiki. Bannister swore he would never go to the 
Tararuas again—but he was back again the following summer. [Ed.]
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The ultimate goal of this trip was to practice 
navigation in the Tararuas, so Megan came up with 

the idea to search for the hidden lake ‘Hapuakorari’. 
We all met at the Wellington Railway Station on Friday 
evening, map and compass at hand, to head off on our 
adventure. After a short dinner stop in Carterton, we 
drove on to the DOC Kiriwhakapapa campsite for the 
night. Most of us decided not to bother with pitching flys 
and instead to sleep inside the shelter while four brave 
people camped outside the shelter under the trees. Just 
after we were ready for a good night and the fly was 
set up the rain started. The fly survived! After the rain 
stopped, the beautiful night sky became visible but the 
wind started to pick up, getting stronger and stronger, 
even lifting up the sleeping bags inside the shelter. It 
must have been around this time that the action on the 
camp ground started because the brave people had to 
abandon their damaged fly and move into the shelter.

The next morning we started with a relaxing breakfast 
and headed off to the Putara road end to finally get our 
feet moving. Here we were greeted by an enthusiastic, 
barking, farmer’s dog. We checked our map and found 
that there was a small lake marked in the midst of the 
Tararua forest, not too far from the track towards Roaring 
Stag Hut, and we concluded that this had to be Megan’s 
hidden lake. So we started to follow the Roaring Stag 
track and after approximately two hours we reached the 
junction towards Herepai. Here we got a more detailed 
introduction on the use of the map and compass and made 
the decision to minimize the off-track travelling distance 
by picking the shortest way between the track and the 
lake. After another hour of tramping along the path and 
an extended lunch we turned right, heading straight into 
the untracked Tararua forest.

Navigating through the forest

Through the lush forest we went, with the leaders at the 
back letting us roam freely, curious where we would 
take them. We chose to follow a little creek to drop 
down to Ruapae Stream which according to Tony was an 
interesting approach since instead of choosing the easy 
forest to either side to walk in we preferred squeezing 
through the narrow, steep and crumbling rocky creek-bed 
until we finally reached the stream! Across the stream we 
went following further the compass bearing, climbing 
small ridges not indicated on the map and dropping down 
from them again, until Adrian, peering through the thick 
bush, exclaimed, ‘there’s a big hole down here so we’ll 
have to go around’! To which Tony replied, ‘right—and 
what are big holes often filled with?’

We’d found the well-hidden lake, ‘Hapuakorari’, in 
the midst of the Tararua forest! We were pleased with 

Jue celebrates finding Hapuakorari

Pondering
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ourselves and stayed here for quite a while enjoying the 
moment and taking photos.

From the lake we tramped on the ridge between 
Ruapae Stream and the Ruamahanga River towards the 
Ruamahanga Forks. Following the true left of the river, 
we finally saw the hut. However, here the river filled the 
complete valley. Initially we attempted to sidle along the 
tops of the river bank and thus managed to circumvent 
the first narrows of the river valley. With the Roaring 
Stag Hut only about 200 m away as the bird flies, we 
were left with two possibilities. Either we climb up to 
the nearby ridge and go down from there to the hut or 
we cross the river, travel through flat forest terrain and 
then cross back taking the bridge of the Cattle Ridge 
track. We wanted to practise river crossings anyway 
on the weekend, hence we choose the latter option, 

linked-up and finally arrived the Roaring Stag Hut after 
approximately 8 hours of enjoyable tramping.

Surprisingly, the Medium-Fit group were here as 
well. When we started to cook our three-course dinner, 
they were already enjoying their packets of dehydrated 
meals after a strenuous 3 hour track walk!

We had a relaxing sleep-in on Sunday with Tony 
and Megan awakening us with a surprise—a luxurious 
egg and potato fritter breakfast before we set out for a 
4 hour stroll back to the van at the Putara road end. Again 
we were greeted enthusiastically by the dog before we 
headed back to Wellington. A special thanks to Megan 
and Tony, as well as the fellow trampers, for making this 
amazing trip so special and memorable.

Those on the trip to the Hidden Lake were Bram, 
Marieke, Jue, Andy, Adrian, Chloe, Holger, Jo, Tony 
(photos), and Megan Sety (leader).

Ruapae Stream

Crossing the Ruamahunga River

Sunday breakfast—freshly scrambled eggs, potato 
fritters and plunger coffee
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TARANAKI EAST RIDGE
A WTMC day-trip to the top of a nice mountain
by  ED JOURNAL

There are many different routes to the summit 
of Taranaki.  The most travelled is via the 

marked track from the North Egmont Road, which 
is a straightforward climb up the scoria slopes to the 
summer crater entrance then to the top. The southern 
approach from Dawson Falls is similar but  takes you 
past Fanthams Peak before the final slopes to the crater.

 But the funnest summer route must be the East 
Ridge leading up to the Shark’s Tooth directly from 

the Stratford Plateau. This is the way WTMC punters 
Rachael, Colleen, Dan, Elizabet, Nick, Simon, Tony, and 
Andrei went on a fine and calm day early in March. They 
climbed up the good rock on the ridge to the Shark’s 
Tooth and then descended the cool chimney leading 
down to the crater. Then a short climb from there to the 
actual summit of Taranaki. 

Everyone on the trip agreed it was great day out, and 
here are some of their pictures to prove it.
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On a small spur above the Manganui ski tow, Mt Ruapehu on horizon

On the East Ridge
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On the top of the Shark’s Tooth

Starting down the chimney At the bottom of the chimney
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In the crater

Lunchtime just below the summit.
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ARTHUR’S PASS TO 
MT COOK

12 days wasn’t quite enough
by TONY GAZLEY

The idea was very simple—we would start at Arthur’s 
Pass, head south, and just keep going until we 

reached Mt Cook. We would stay on the eastern side 
of the Southern Alps as the weather and terrain would 
likely be better. We knew the biggest problem would be 
crossing the wide rivers that flow from the mountains 
outwards to the east, the Rangatata, Clyde, Havelock, 
Godley and particularly the Rakaia. We had met these 
rivers before and knew they we not to be trifled with.

So we planned a trip of about 12 days. A food drop 
would be needed—and one at Erewhon at the junction 
of the Clyde and Havelock Rivers would be perfect as 
it was almost exactly halfway. In the couple of weeks 
before we started Illona, Megan and Kev cooked up all 
our evening meals and then cranked up the dehydrator. 
Together we packed up all our second-half food plus a 
few luxuries and I took a couple of days to get the cooker 
and fuel to Arthur’s Pass and the remainder to Erewhon.

On 21st December we flew to Christchurch and next 
day caught the train to Arthur’s Pass. Geoff and Rene 
were at their home-stay at the village and gave us coffee 
and yummy home-baked cake before driving us to 
Klondyke Corner.

Shortly after mid-day we were on our cheerful way 
up the Waimakariri Valley with heavy packs, clearing 
weather, and only an afternoon’s easy walk to Carrington 
Hut. We spent a relaxed first night in the company of a 
few others and left early next morning with a solo Dutch 
tramper in tow who had asked if he could follow us as far 
as Harman Pass—the first on the Three Pass trip.

We left our new friend at the pass and headed off 
towards the next—Whitehorn Pass. Although the mist 
meant we didn’t get much of a view we had lunch in 
sight of the leering Cronin Icefall before heading down 
the Cronin Valley to Park Morpeth Hut. It had taken us 
a bit longer than expected to get here and so instead of 
continuing on down the Wilberforce River as planned we 
made ourselves comfortable in the cute old hut, and set 
the alarm for an early start next day.

The Wilberforce is a very pretty valley and easy 
travel took us past the historic Urquhart’s Hut and on 
to Moa Stream. We headed upstream here passing some 
mistletoe in glorious full flower in the forest beside 
the stream—something seldom seen in the NZ bush 
nowadays. We continued on to Moa Stream Hut for the 
night.

It rained quite heavily overnight—the only significant 
rain we had on the whole trip—and it was midday before 
we left for the next of our passes. The travel up Moa 
Stream above the hut was not particularly difficult but 
took some time with a bit of bush-bashing needed here 
and there. We topped the pass into Boundary Basin just 
as the mist rolled in obscuring our view of the way down. 
We knew there were big bluffs below and it took some 
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Waimakariri Valley

Whitehorn Pass

time navigating in the low visibility to get to the valley. 
We set up our two tents and cooked a hasty tea.

Next morning we woke to frozen tents and frost on 
the ground outside—a bit of a surprise. We left before the 
sun reached us and started down Boundary Stream. We 
knew it was tricky travel in the lower parts of the stream 
and that we had to get past two significant waterfalls. 
Fortunately after a rather lucky guess and some steep 
bush-bashing down the side of the falls we emerged onto 
the flats of the North Mathias.

Travel down the Mathias was easy but the sun was 
blazing from a clear blue sky and there was no shade to 
escape the roasting heat. For our lunch stop we had to 
crawl under some matagouri bushes as best we could to 
get out of the sun. Towards the end of the day we pitched 
camp close to Centennial Hut where Megan did her best 
to start an abandoned 4x4 truck that strangely still had a 
fully charged battery—but without luck.

The next day was to be a bit of a crunch day for 
us—for we had to cross the Rakaia River, something we 
weren’t looking forward to. The hot weather was causing 
rapid snow melt and the rivers were running higher 
than normal for early summer, and even under its usual 
flow the Rakaia is a real problem. So we spent a while 
deciding whether to go our planned route up Jerusalem 
Stream and down Cattle Stream, or continue down the 
Mathias and around Manuka Point which would give us 
more opportunities to cross—but if we couldn’t then we 
faced a long walk up to the Ramsey Lake to cross there. 
By the time we crawled into our tents the decision was 
made to go around Manuka Point.

We walked down valley Christmas morning and 
followed the vehicle track around towards Manuka 
Point homestead where we headed straight across the 
valley towards the river. All too soon we could see the 
first braid and clearly it was uncrossable—the water 
was very deep, very wide and moving very fast. As we 
stood pondering our next move far across the valley we 
noticed a distant vehicle slowly weaving its way towards 
us. Obviously the driver knew the river and was moving 
up and downstream crossing each braid at just the right 
place. We watched fascinated—because if we could see 
where he crossed then maybe we could too.

But soon we realized he was going to cross the final 
braid almost at the point we were waiting. The flash  
new Landcruiser pulled up beside us and we introduced 
ourselves to the driver then asked, ‘can you give us any 
idea where we should cross this river’?

‘Do you enjoy swimming’? came the laconic reply. 
The driver turned out to be Don, the owner of Manuka 
Point who had been into town to collect who we assumed 
to be his mum.

Don explained that, yes, the river was way above 
normal and that he hadn’t been able to drive across 
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Boundary BasinWilberforce Valley

Mathias Valley
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Why won’t this stupid thing start?

Starting up the Rakaia Valley

On Butler Saddle with Lawrence Valley in the distance

yesterday and that today was right at the limit and, no, 
it was very unlikely that we could get across anywhere.

We chatted for a while then suddenly he said, ‘get in 
and I’ll drive you across, I won’t sleep tonight worrying 
about you if I leave you here’. 

So his mum hopped out and waved cheerfully to us as 
she stood in the blazingly hot sun surrounded by a cloud 
of swarming sandflies while we jumped in and headed 
off across the river with the water almost lapping over 
the bonnet and us thinking we were going to float away 
downstream. It was a classy demonstration of off-road 
driving.

Don turned and headed back and we stood on our side 
of the Rakaia rather stunned—we couldn’t quite believe 
how we were so suddenly across the biggest obstacle of 
the trip so easily and so improbably. Kev’s explaination 
was because we had all been such good boys and girls it 
was our special Christmas present.

We got underway heading up the valley and walked 
for a few hours to find some shade for a rest and early 
lunch. I had been up the valley many times years before 
and remembered it as easy travel with a couple of sidles 
where the river ran against bluffs. But the original track 
had fallen away in many places and the going now 
was slow and difficult with lots of matagouri. We were 
scratched and bruised and tired when we stopped for the 
day well short of our intended camp, but very happy at 
least we were on the right side of the river.

Our camp was a nice grassy glade among the 
matagouri and we had a very pleasant Xmas tea—which 
actually was the last evening meal we were carrying and 
we still had two days to the food drop. But Megan was 
wearing her Father Xmas hat and we went to bed happy.

We were supposed to get to Erewhon the next day 
but we were behind time and clearly wouldn’t make it, 
but we planned to get as far as possible. We left early 
and Illona and Megan took off from camp at a great rate 
of knots—we did 10 kms upriver in under two hours. 
Then the steep uphill to Mein’s Knob in the heat left 
us searching for shade in a small patch of scrub before 
the last climb up to Butler Saddle. There was a long 
bumslide down a snow slope on the other side but after 
that the travel was slow and awkward. It was 14 hours 
after we left camp when we finally set up our tents on a 
shingle bank of Butler Creek just above the junction with 
the Lawrence River.

Next day was easy travel down the Lawrence but the 
Clyde River was its usual troublesome self. Too difficult 
to cross, it ran against the bluffs a number of times 
which meant some tricky sidles and hours went by with 
very little distance gained. But eventually we arrived at 
Erewhon, collected our tins of goodies, and found the 
absolutely most perfect campsite for a rest-day.

The following day was spent in glorious lassitude, 
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A very lazy rest day

Our own outdoor spa

Growler Stream

Growler Valley

Traversing from Balaclava Col to Plata Col 



21

Plata Col

Bath and fire at Macaulay Hut

eating our luxury goodies, dozing among the lupins in 
the warm shade of the towering pine trees and slowly 
getting organized for the second half of the trip.

Next morning we were off again—this time across 
the Clyde which to our pleasant surprise was divided 
into four braids which were easily crossed. Then into 
the Havelock Valley cutting the corner on an old vehicle 
track. We continued to Growler Stream and then climbed 
the valley to the last obvious camp site and pitched our 
tents. Once again it was a warm and calm evening and we 
ate tea as the sky darkened and the first stars appeared.

Next morning was straightforward as far as Balaclava 
Col, but once there the way down the other side wasn’t 
at all obvious. We walked back and forth along the ridge 
until we found a slightly dodgy descent to the easier scree 
and snow slopes below. From here it was a long slow 
sidle to Plata Col. Then an easy scree descent to Toms 
Stream and mixed travel as far as a very scary waterfall. 
We climbed onto a small side spur to sidle this and then 
it was easy going to the Macaulay Valley where three 
hunters welcomed us into the spacious Macaulay Hut.

This very fancy stone hut is free (donations welcome), 
has solar lighting, gas and firewood supplied, and best of 
all an outdoor bath heated by lighting a fire underneath. 
The weather forecast for the next day was for mostly 
low cloud and light rain so the decision to stay a day 
was easily made especially when the hunters offered us   
newly roasted tahr with fresh bread and butter for tea.

The following day we left at midday and headed up 
Lower Tindall Stream as far as the high basin. Here we 
pitched our tents close to the deep, turquoise coloured 
tarn in probably the most spectacular campsite of the 
trip. Kev swam in the cold deep tarn and then we all 
bathed in a smaller one with sun-warmed tepid water. 
The afternoon sun was so hot we sought out the shade of 
the tents for a few hours before tea time. It was a calm 
evening and then at night the inky black sky blazed with 
a myriad stars.

Tindill Basin
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Next morning we climbed to the col behind our camp and 
dropped into the old glacial valley head of the Godley 
River North Branch. Piles of moraine and avalanche 
debris slowed us down for a while here but further down 
the valley travel was easier although we made a mistake 
traversing on the wrong side of the river for a bit and 
ending with some difficult bush bashing. We came to the 
Godley Valley and our last big river. We had expected 
this to be a relatively easy crossing as the river has many 
braids in most places but the final one caught us out a 
bit and we struggled to stay on our feet in the deep fast-
flowing channel. 

A big tree had fallen on Rankin Hut and squashed it 
flat so we pitched tents on the grassy river terrace nearby. 
Around the hut grew wild raspberries and gooseberries 
so we collected enough to cook and, with some crushed 
Tararua biscuits, made a tasty crumble for pudding.

We were now running out of days to meet our transport 
at Mt Cook, and the forecast for the next few days was 

Tindill Basin

Above Tindill Basin
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for deteriorating weather. We talked over our options 
and eventually decided to call it quits and arrange for a 
taxi (that looked a lot like a helicopter) to get us the last 
short leg to Mt Cook. It seemed a shame not to cross the 
final two passes to the Murchison and then on down to 
the Tasman but the alternative was to miss our booked 
transport which would cost us more than the flight, plus  
Kev would not make it back to work on time.

The chopper arrived next morning and we flew 
up valley and over Rankin Pass which was to be  our 
second-to-last high crossing. Rain was pattering on the 
helicopter screen and all the peaks were covered in mist. 
The landscape below looked rather desolate compared 
to the sunlit terrain we had crossed over the last 12 days, 
but still we were sad not to be down there and completing 
the trip.

 We had a celebratory lunch, then tea, with mountain 
guide Charlie Hobbes at the Old Mountaineers, then next 
day left on the bus for Christchurch, and on to Wellington. 

Although we had cheated on the final leg we were 
a very happy group that had finally made Mt Cook 
and we had  thoroughly enjoyed a wonderful alpine 
tramping adventure on the way, passed through some 
wild landscapes, and had fine weather almost the whole 
trip—and you can’t really ask for more than that.

Those on the trip were Illona Keenan, Kevin Cole, 
Megan Sety and Tony Gazley.

Head of Godley River North Branch

Godley River North Branch

Near Rankin Hut

Yumm

Godley Valley
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INTRODUCTION
Breaking historical ground (as far as we know), 

Frances led the first WTMC Musical Tramp with expert 
skill and agility. The ‘genius’ behind this trip was in the 
detail; if either of the tramping or musical components 
had not been achievable—due to adverse weather, broken 
strings (including hamstrings), or an overcrowded hut 
craving silence—the weekend would still have been a 
winner! Everyone came away feeling well-walked with 
forest-frolicks, scree-scrambles, and having thoroughly 
exercised the vocal chords. Great success.

DAY 01 : Friday 8th April
17:00:  Depart Wellington Railway Station.
23:00: Arrive Konini Lodge (DOC), Dawson Falls 
(Manaia Road), Egmont National Park.

An excellent choice of accommodation right at the 
road-end, with hot showers and kitchen with all the 
necessary utensils. Staying here for a comparable fee to 
a backpackers set us up for an early and efficient start the 
next morning. Dan sung us to sleep with a lullaby.

DAY 02 : Saturday 9th April
07:30: Depart Konini Lodge (890 m), heading W along 
Hasties Hill Track.

08:30: Arrive Hasties Hill (996 m). Continue W along 
Lower Lake Dive Track.
10:30:  Arrive Lake Dive Hut (910 m). Morning tea.
11:00: Depart Lake Dive Hut (910 m), heading north 
then NE along Upper Lake Dive Track.
13:30: Arrive Kapuni Lodge (Mt Egmont Alpine Club) 
(1,390 m).

Hasties Hill Track and the Lower Lake Dive Track 
wind their gentle way through the old and mossy forests 
that sit like a skirt around the summit of Taranaki. There 
are a couple of large streams to cross, but plenty of rocks 
and when we went no one got wet feet—or even nearly 
did.

The top of Hasties Hill is a worthwhile 5 minute 
diversion up a not-very-much-used-and-quite-overgrown 
track that leads to a nice little clearing, where you can 
get your bearings : the summit is the big pointy one to 
the north-east, but more interestingly you can see the 
Beehives to the west where Lake Dive Hut is.

Lake Dive Hut is a great and comfy-looking place— 
it’d make a great destination for an ‘Easy’ trip (though 
to return on the Upper Lake Dive Track would probably 
make it an ‘Easy-Medium’ loop).

There’s a nice climb that keeps you warm as you start 
up the Upper Lake Dive Track and leave the tree-line 

TUNEFUL TARANAKI TRAMPING
Wellington Tramping and Musical Club

by HENRY FISHER
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behind. Taranaki’s famous awesome views also kick in 
before too long.

We stayed at the salubrious Kapuni Lodge owned 
by the Mt Egmont Alpine Club that affords spectacular 
vistas out the  east—even from the long-drop.

In the afternoon we got stuck into the musical 
component of this trip. The seven of us brought five 
ukuleles, one fife, one rice-shaker and one dedicated 
voice, as well as music sheets to share ranging from 
Jungle Book numbers, to Beatles hits and even to Māori 
melodies. There was much merriment, and plenty of 
snacks.

DAY 03 : Sunday 10th April
07:30: Depart Kapuni Lodge (1,390 m), heading NW 
along Fanthams Peak Track.
09:30: Arrive Fanthams Peak (1,966m). Continue west 

Lake Dive—how’s the serenity?

The gang at Lake Dive Hut

Making music at Kapumi Lodge—the
Wellington Tramping & Musical Club

to Syme Hut (1,960 m). Morning Tea.
10:00: Depart Syme Hut (1,960 m), heading WSW along 
Fanthams Peak Track.
12:00: Arrive Dawson Falls car park (890 m). Free time.
12:30: Depart Dawson Falls car park.
18:00: Arrive Wellington.

Always good to start the day with a sunrise—even if it is 
a little later and between two cloud layers.

Kapuni Lodge is just off Fanthams Peak Track, about 
halfway between the Dawson Falls carpark and Syme 
Hut (if you take into account the change in gradient). 
As the cloud was clearing our leader decided we could 
head for Syme Hut for the morning—we already had no 
ambition for the summit on this trip.

The scree slopes are pretty tiring once the 528 steps 
run out, but afforded us some opportunities to pretend we 
were on a more epic adventure.

Unfortunately the clouds returned at Syme Hut, but 
we had a fine morning tea, sang the Tararua Ranges song 
“We’ll all get lost and never come back, In the Tararua 
Ranges!”—and galloped down the scree slopes with 
Tereza leading the charge.

As we reached the Dawson Falls carpark the clouds 
over the peak cleared for the first time that day—of 
course.

A super trip full of laughs, putting the MUSICAL into 
the WT M MC – it’s time to clear the axes out of the gear 
store and make way for club ukuleles.

Those on the trip were Frances (leader), Dan, Tereza, 
Matt, Cindy, Henry, and Kristy.
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THE TASMAN 
WILDERNESS

An appetiser
by IAN HARRISON

The Plan
I grew up in Golden Bay so Kahurangi National Park 

(or NW Nelson Forest Park as it was then) was where 
I developed my tramping legs. Being inexperienced 
and not one to push boundaries I pretty much stuck to 
the main routes, but remember hearing of a few hardy 
souls that would go into the valleys of the Roaring Lion, 
Beautiful and Ugly Rivers, and I thought that sounded 
like places I’d like to go one day. One day happened to 
be about 30 years later….

Somehow I convinced Megan that it’d be good to do 
a trip up the Roaring Lion to Lake Aorere. Debbie heard 
of our plans and was keen to join us. Four’s a better 
number than three so we asked Spencer if he would like 
to come too; correctly thinking he wouldn’t need much 
convincing. 

Compiling the team was much easier than deciding 
what route to do. I had thought that taking a week’s leave 
from work should be enough time but soon realised that 
if we were to do the ideal route up the Roaring Lion to 
Lake Aorere and out the Heaphy Track then we’d be 
cutting it too fine. We needed more days up our sleeve 
for bad weather and rest days. 
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Numerous other options and variations of those options 
were discussed, but in the end Winston decided for us. 
Winston was the strongest tropical cyclone to make 
landfall in Fiji in recorded history, and the rather damp 
remnants of it were due to arrive in NZ mid-week, so 
we wanted to be out of the valleys by then. As a result 
our plan became: walk up the Cobb Valley to Round 
Lake, drop into the Roaring Lion and then come back 
up Breakfast Creek to Lake Henderson. From there we 
would have some easy days either in the Cobb Valley or 
on the Tablelands while Winston was visiting.

I had arranged transport with Jenni of Kahurangi 
Guided Walks. This proved to be a good choice. My Dad 
had offered the use of my parent’s old car, but having 
a shuttle service gave us flexibility of where we could 
come out. Also Dad discovered a couple of days prior 
to our trip that the gearbox in the old car had developed 
issues—mainly that the car had to be drawn to a complete 
halt to change gear!

Into the wilderness
Saturday morning dawns clear and warm in Golden 

Bay. When we get picked up by Jenni there is also an 
older English gentleman in the van she’s taking on a 
day walk in the Cobb Valley. He seems impressed that 
we were going where there were no tracks or huts. We 
don’t feel impressive, and become progressively less 
impressive over the afternoon as we walk up the Cobb 
Valley under a hot sun with heavy packs. After a long 
day we make the final climb up to Round Lake, pitch 
the tents, listen in to the distant crackle and voices of 
the mountain radio evening sched, have dinner and go 
to bed.

The next morning lives up to the forecast of fine 
weather. Cresting the Peel Range we get our first views 

across the Wilderness Area. It’s big and gnarly country 
with inaccessible ridges and difficult access to the 
valleys. Its inaccessibility was demonstrated by Frederick 
Gibbs, a Nelson identity in the early 20th century. He 
was convinced a gold deposit lay somewhere in what is 
now the Wilderness Area. Government geologists had 
noted a deposit of a huge gold reef in 1908, but were so 
exhausted and hungry they didn’t take any samples and it 
was all they could do to get back out to civilisation with 
their lives. Gibbs spent much of his life running trips to 
find the lost El Dorado but was repeatedly thwarted by 
the terrain and the deposit has never been found. The 
book Lost Gold by Paul Bensemann documents Gibbs’ 
search and much more besides and is an excellent read. 

Our destination for the day is the Roaring Lion, lying 
one kilometre below us and three kilometres in front of 
us – and I’m pretty sure nowhere near any gold reefs. 
The first part of our route is easy travel along a ridge 
where we step over an imaginary line and in the eyes of 
the law on to an 87,000 hectare parcel of land which is 
associated with the statutory action: “[Create] Wilderness 
Area [Tasman Wilderness Area] New Zealand Gazette 
1996 p 1641”. 

It turns out to be something of a day of losses. The 
first indicator of this is when Spencer realises he’s 
sprung a leak. Water is streaming out of his bladder 
(the plastic one, not the bodily one) matched only by a 
stream of swear words coming out of his mouth. Pushing 
through stunted beech the nozzle on the end of his plastic 
drinking tube had got hooked up and pulled off. He had 
noticed this fairly immediately for obvious reasons and 
between the four of us we find the nozzle which he’s able 
to reattach.

A bit past point 1352 we set our compasses to due west 
and really start losing height. I feel like a deep sea diver 

with forest replacing ocean 
and a heavy pack replacing 
air tanks. Lead boots are 
replaced by only marginally 
lighter tramping boots. Our 
descent is relentless until we 
reach a small level area around 
midday which makes an ideal 
lunch spot. We’re soon joined 
by a pair of bush robins. 
Robins are commonplace in 
Kahurangi and it’s normal for 
them to appear when stopping 
for a break. One of the robins 
is sporting a punk hairdo of 
sticky-up feathers. He’s acting 

Debbie on the Peel Range
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like a punk too by chasing his mate away from the prime 
crumb drop zones beside us. 

The last 300 m of descent requires some route finding 
to avoid bluffs. We continue heading west to stay clear 
of what looks on the map to be very nasty bluffs to 
our left. Picking our route down through the rock and 
trees Debbie realises her GPS has unclipped from her 
belt and now lies somewhere between us and the lunch 
stop. We mount a hopeless search for it which lasts only 
15 minutes before we concede that the chances of finding 
it are vanishingly small. I also have a GPS so the loss is 
not a problem for this trip, but it’s an expensive bit of kit 
for Debbie to turn her back on; not to mention that she is 
going on a month’s tramping mission starting next week 
that  she will need a replacement GPS for.

There only remains a little descending before we 
get to the forested river flats of the Roaring Lion. It’s 
a beautiful river and the travel is easy boulder hopping 
along its banks. Our mood improves with the lovely 
surroundings. After about an hour we find a nice campsite 
opposite where Downey Creek joins the Roaring Lion. 
The creek enters the river by way of a rock water slide 
that empties into a deep pool. It’s a stunning setting and 
to top it off our camping spot is covered with thick dry 
moss. We roll out our sleeping mats in the tents because 
we have them, but they aren’t really necessary. The only 
sand-fly in the ointment is, well, the sand-flies of which 
there is no shortage.

Breakfast (Creek) time
The next day dawns fine. According to the forecast 

we probably have a day and a half of fine weather before 
Winston pays us a visit. The plan for today is to continue 
following the Roaring Lion downstream for just short of 

a kilometre and then head up Breakfast Creek to Lake 
Henderson. Tomorrow we’ll then go back to the Cobb 
and a hut to shelter from the rain.

Travel down the Roaring Lion is enjoyable. Our 
presence scares off three whio, but after we leave their 
section of the river I see them fly back to resume their 
occupation. We get to Breakfast Creek all too soon. It’s 

a shame to leave the Roaring Lion after such as short 
time. There is a great camp site right at the confluence 
with Breakfast Creek, but not quite as nice as where we 
had camped. 

An old guidebook from the 1980s describes the 
travel up Breakfast Creek as “exasperating”, but easier 

the higher up you go. This still proves to be 
the case. The path of least resistance crosses 
from side to side of the creek. Lower down 
there are a few log jams to get through and 
a small waterfall to get around. Although 
sometimes progress is slow there are no 
serious obstacles, and this is why Breakfast 
Creek has been used as a route into the 
Roaring Lion for over 100 years. Chaffey of 
Asbestos Cottage renown apparently would 
often come down here. We see some old 
rusty tins but there’s no sign of an old track. 
Near the headwaters the climb steepens 
considerably and the creek turns into a 
cascade. Once above the steep section the 
creek disappears underground as it drains 
Lake Henderson by seeping through a 
boulder field.

Lake Henderson is a welcome sight after 
a full day of bush-bashing and scrambling 

Roaring Lion River

Roaring Lion campsite
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that included an 800 m elevation gain. The south-eastern 
end of the lake looks like it should be good camping, 
but the only flat ground is swampy. We can see the head 
of the lake has a flat looking beach so head there. After 
a dry summer, the water level of the lake is about two 
metres below what looks to be the normal level, and it’s 
an easy to walk around the rocky shore. Up close the flat 
beach isn’t so flat. Spencer finds a nice spot just above 
the beach that has obviously been used as a camp site in 
the past. He and Debbie pitch a tent there, but there’s no 
room for the other tent so Megan and I make the best of 
the sloping beach. The normal routine of having a wash 
and then dinner and mountain radio sched fills the rest of 
the evening. 

Megan and I have a bad sleep. Although the slope is 
minimal there’s no getting around the fact that the force 
of gravity is greater than the friction between a sleeping 
bag and Exped mattress. So the night consists of sliding 
down our mattresses, waking up crunched up at the end 
of the tent, jigging back up to the mattress making lots of 
noise as only an Exped can and waking the other person 

(if they actually got to sleep somehow), and then sliding 
down again. The morning can’t come soon enough.

Winston Arrives
 The next day is our forth of the trip. Cloud has come 

in and the showers arrive before we climb out of the 
basin in which Lake Henderson sits. We’re heading for 
a square notch in the ridge mid-way between the two 
high points 1643 and 1623. It’s good to be above the 
bush line for a change and to once again get a view out 
across the wilderness area. We then cross the ridge out of 
the wilderness area and head down to the Cobb Valley. 
We arrive at the historic Tent Camp for lunch having 
followed down an old but well used track to the west of 
the stream that drains Camp Lake. 

We’re all feeling OK so make the decision to push 
on to Balloon Hut in the Tablelands. However, by the 
time we get to Chaffey’s Hut we’re starting to flag. 
Trilobite or Myttons Huts at the road end are looking 
better by the minute. When we finally get to Trilobite we 
feel like we’ve walked far enough for the day especially 

The Tablelands between squalls
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as the showers have turned to rain. However, a family 
with two young kids has taken over Trilobite, with 
camping supplies and an eye-boggling number of toys 
spread everywhere. We hang about outside in the rain 
contemplating if we should go on or not. Spencer goes 
for a look inside and is immediately challenged by the 
girl who’s no more than five years old: “What are you 
doing in my house?!” she says. That settles it. We’ll 
move on. Before we do we talk to a very friendly, fit 
but tired looking guy. He’s in the middle of some big 
tramping mission and had just come up Kakapo Spur 
from Roaring Lion Hut, which he said took him two hard 
days. He also said he is very tolerant and too tired to 
bother going anywhere else today, although he obviously 
would rather have more considerate hut mates. 

Myttons Hut is occupied by some young hippy, 
road-end looking types. The hut’s too small to share so 
with morale at a low, we trudge on up to Peel Ridge. 
It’s slow going and for some reason I’ve got The Doors 
song “Love me two times” stuck on repeat in my head. I 
don’t know why; it is years since I’ve heard it. I’m tired 
and don’t have the mental wherewithal to change it and 
don’t even remember all the lyrics properly. Finally after 
about the 100th mental rendition of “Love me two times 
girl, one for tomorrow, one just for today”, we arrive at 
the top of the ridge. It’s clagged in and cold and windy. 
The light is beautiful though and Megan puts it perfectly 
saying the sub-alpine flowers glow like little gems in the 
tussock.

We’re very happy to arrive at Balloon Hut. There are 
a few others there, but they’re all nice people and very 
accommodating to us wet, scraggly end of day arrivals. 
The peak of the storm hits that night with thunder and 
lightning and we’re very happy to be in a warm dry hut. 

My favourite type of day: Hut day
The other people in the hut have places to go the next 

morning so we have the place to ourselves. In the style 
of ‘Trilobite Girl’ Balloon Hut becomes our house and 
we spread out our wet gear to dry. Balloon Hut used to 
be a bit of a hole, but it has been refurbished in recent 
years and is a really pleasant hut in a great location on 
the Tablelands. Heavy rain persists for most of the day 
and we’re feeling very good about being warm and dry 
in a hut with as much hot tea to drink as we like. 

The next morning we decide to move on to Salisbury 
Lodge which is only three easy kilometres away. We 
check in with the morning mountain radio schedule and 
ask that Jenni be contacted to pick us up the following 
day from start of the Asbestos track on the Cobb Road. 
Once we get to Salisbury we shake off some laziness and 
walk up Gordon’s Pyramid, with Spencer and Debbie 
going the long way back via the rock shelters. From the 

top I can see the distant waterfall draining Lake Peel is 
really pumping from all the rain. Debbie and Spencer 
come back with news that they came across a guided 
group of 20 students from the USA that had spent last 
night in Salisbury Lodge. We’re glad to have avoided 
them! One of the guides had doubts about being able to 
cross a couple of the streams on the Asbestos track if 
there is much more rain. There is quite a lot more rain in 
the night and so I can’t help but worry that we may not 
be able to get out.

Out
The next morning the rain eases off and the sun comes 

out by mid-morning. The rivers were up but don’t look 
too bad. The streams we have to cross are no problem at 
all, and we even see a whio near the track high above the 
Takaka River. Jenni arrives right on time equipped with a 
watermelon and oranges for us which we relish. We were 
not the only ones to experience heavy rain with the news 
reporting flooding in Nelson: “parts of Nelson Tasman 
were drenched by more than half a metre of rain over the 
past 48 hours. 528 mm was recorded at the Paradise rain 
gauge in the hills behind Takaka”. 

Although my idea to tramp through the Tasman 
Wilderness Area wasn’t realised, it was a great adventure 
and I feel very fortunate to have been able to share it with 
Megan, Debbie and Spencer. I’m now thinking about 
plans for another attempt on the Tasman Wilderness 
Area. One taste isn’t enough.

Those on the trip: Ian Harrison, Megan Banks, Debbie 
Buck, Spencer Clubb.
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Mud, wild remoteness and rare wildlife—the 
essential ingredients of a classic tramping 

trip to Stewart Island. Certainly this is what we had 
been hearing tales of since we moved to NZ three 
years ago, and a tramp on the North West Circuit 
track had been added to the list of ‘must-dos’.

With some excitement, we realized that it would fit 
into our plans for our Christmas and New Year break. 
This would be the longest continuous tramping trip we 
had attempted, so we set to work planning our itinerary. 
The circuit itself is 9-11 days, but there are a couple 
of side trips to consider too—Rocky Mountain and Mt 
Anglem (Hananui). We couldn’t resist the opportunity to 
do some peak bagging, so we planned a 10 day itinerary 
that included both side trips and trimmed a day or two 
off the total by way of a water taxi. Itinerary sorted, we 
dehydrated food, packed and repacked, and finally felt 
ready for the challenge.

After driving from Picton to Bluff, and ‘enjoying’ a 
rather lively ferry ride (pretty average according to the 
skipper) we arrived in Oban. We developed an immediate 
fondness for the place, with its wonderful ‘end of the 
world’ feeling, superb seafood in the South Sea Hotel, 
friendly fishermen propping up the bar, and, of course, 
it reminded us of a Scottish coastal town we hold dear 
in our hearts.

We started our adventure with a water taxi ride to 
Freshwater Inlet. There is nothing quite like the instant 
immersion in remoteness that you get when you see your 
water taxi disappearing off and knowing it will be a ten 
day walk before you see civilisation again. The water 
taxi also allowed time for us to start straight away on our 
first side trip up Rocky Mountain. This was well worth 
making time for as the unimaginatively named peak 
provides stunning views over Freshwater Inlet and the 
whole Northern section of Stewart Island. It was superb 
to get the view of our intended route and to soak in some 
of the wild beauty of this fantastic place.

From Rocky Mountain it was an easy few hours to 
Mason Bay. This section of the track is famous for waist 
deep water, but our good fortune meant it was bone dry. 
From Mason Bay hut we went on a night-time kiwi 
spotting expedition and were lucky enough to see one 
by the side of the track. With all this good luck, we were 
feeling upbeat about the trip ahead.

Due to a number of logistical constraints, we were 
tackling the track in the opposite direction to most 
North West Circuit trampers which meant that we had 
the longest days near the beginning coinciding with our 
packs being at their heaviest. Day two took us along 
Mason Bay and Hellfire Beach to Big Hell Fire Hut. A 
wild storm came in and bashed the coastline, which just 
added to the raw beauty of this dramatic beach. With 
the stormy weather and a high tide coinciding, we took 

RAKIURA
The northwest circuit

by REBECCA DAY
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the strenuous high tide route. This was somewhat more 
challenging than we anticipated. Carrying very heavy 
packs over steep sand dunes in a storm can definitely be 
referred to as ‘character building’. We were subjected 
to some painful sand blasting/face exfoliation, but the 
views from the top of some of the sand dunes kind of 
made it worthwhile. Day three was a little easier as we 
crossed the Ruggedy Range and managed a carefully 
timed dash (literally) around the low tide route on West 
Ruggedy Beach to arrive at East Ruggedy Hut. It was 
here that a spell of superb weather started the likes of 
which most Stewart Island trampers can only dream of.

The next two days took us over some superb 
headlands and through some undulating bush to Long 
Harry Hut and Yankee River. By this point we’d had a 
couple of days on our own, so it was a bit of a surprise 
to start running into the Christmas holiday trampers 
who were tackling the track in the other direction. Long 
Harry is a stunningly positioned hut that we shared with 
a Czech tramper. He was carrying a box of wine that he’d 
planned to drink with some other trampers on Christmas 
Eve in Christmas Village Hut. Sadly for him, there was 
no one else at Christmas Village on Christmas Eve, so 
he decided to carry the wine onwards around the track 
until he found someone to share it with—which was us. 
We certainly hadn’t expected any vino to be provided on 

our trip, and along with the sunshine and dry conditions 
which we had been enjoying, we were beginning to 
wonder if all the stories of Stewart Island were simply 
invented to keep people away from this heaven on Earth. 

One feature of the hut books on the North West 
Circuit track is the list of rare and amazing creatures that 
people have sighted on their adventures. Some people 
happily reported seeing one kiwi while others boasted 
of three or more. Sightings of seals, sea lions and yellow 
eyed penguins were also listed. One tramper, in what was 
perhaps a tounge-in-cheek riposte to some of the more 
exaggerated claims, reported seeing a moa. So far we 
had seen kiwi, but we were getting hopeful for sightings 
of the rest, especially after drinking the Czech wine.

On day five our arrival at Yankee River hut was a bit 
of shock to the system as we found it pretty full, and with 
a slightly discordant group. They were having a bit of a 
row, and that is not what we go tramping for. The hut is 
in a wonderful spot though, so we spent as much time as 
the sandflies would let us on the beach and took a little 
swim in the river. We also managed to get enough phone 
reception to access a weather forecast and make a plan 
for the rest of the trip.

The next day was supposed to be nice weather, but 
less good conditions were forecast to roll in after that. 
We had Mt Anglem in our sights and were keen to get 
up it while we could still get a view. In our original 
plan, the next day would take us the 6 hour walk to 
Christmas Village Hut, and then the following day could 
be dedicated to the 6 hour trip up Mt Anglem. Given the 
forecast, and the fact that we had been consistently faster 
than the track times, we decided to go for a big day-walk 
to Christmas Village and get up Mt Anglem the next day, 
while the good weather remained. This would require an 
early start as it was a 12 hour track time, but that had the 
added advantage that we could get out of the hut before 
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the discordant group arose.
Accordingly, we set off just before dawn the next 

day. After about 10 minutes walking, Gareth stopped 
suddenly—’look’—he whispered. We stood motionless, 
and to our wonder and joy a kiwi snuffled out in front of 
us on the track. In the dim light Gareth quickly tried to 
take some photos. The kiwi didn’t seem at all bothered 
by us. In fact it seemed pretty curious coming right up 
to our boots. After it disappeared back into the bush, we 
stomped onwards to Christmas Village. The cloud was 
initially low and we worried about our chances of a view 
on Mt Anglem, but as we got closer the cloud lifted and 
we knew we were in for a real treat.

We dumped our packs at Christmas Village Hut and 
got together a few supplies for the climb up the hill. By 
this point it had got pretty hot, and we discovered the 
track up the hill was narly and steep. It was really hard 

work—pulling ourselves up muddy, twisted sections of 
roots, through bog that would give way at any moment, 
and all in sweltering sunshine. We had taken just enough 
water for the climb and were carefully conserving every 
sip. As we emerged out of the bush onto the ridge, we 
knew it had been worth the effort—what a stunning 
view! The bleak ruggedness of Stewart Island was laid 
out before us, with the hills rising up out of the dense 
green bush, and the dark grey interior of the island all 
foreboding and isolated. The wispy clouds sat static in 
the clear blue sky, and merged in the distance into the 
snowy peaks of Fiordland. Exhausted in the heat, Gareth 
and I both collapsed onto some big flat rocks and soaked 
it all in, while some of the rare southern dottrell hopped 
around about us.

That was a 12 hour day, so we were pretty exhausted 
by the time we got back to Christmas Village. We were 

also a day ahead of our schedule. We’d heard the next 
hut, Bungaree, was a nice place, so we decided to stay 
two days there before heading back into Oban. It was an 
easy walk to Bungaree, although we discovered the hut 
a little more crowded than we expected with the DOC 
ranger and his family, plus about four other groups all in 
residence. Most of the groups were just starting out on 
the walk and some were ridiculously underprepared with 
a lack of gear (e.g. no cookers, no boots), little food (not 
much more than a couple of loaves of bread) and some 
crazily over ambitious plans (‘I’m going to do the whole 
track in 5 days despite never having done anything like 
this before’).

The DOC ranger who was holidaying in the hut with 
his family was lovely and gave us some tips for day 
walks with our spare day. The next day we did a little 
bush-bash into the nearby Golden Bay and hung out for a 

wee while on the serene and secluded sands. Golden 
Bay, being well away from the track, is a great place 
to spot the yellow eyed penguins that nest in the 
dunes there. We sat still and quiet on the beach for 
a while until we saw a little head bobbing in the 
ocean—the little head got closer and then the yellow 
eyed penguin landed up on the sand and started to 
waddle up the beach. It was clearly a little nervous 
and unsure of us, so we kept completely still. It was 
amazing to see this wonderful creature, so unlike 
any other bird, so exotic for those from the northern 
hemisphere. I have a real soft spot for penguins, so 
this was a highlight of the trip (and year) for me.

Our second night at Bungaree Hut was, 
thankfully, a little quieter than the first, and we 
enjoyed the superb views from the hut over the 
beach. We had only one day’s walking left and were 
feeling a little sad to be finishing our walk, but also 
looking forward to the New Year’s Eve celebrations 
in Oban the next day.

The final day was pleasant, although a little strange 
to emerge out onto the popular great walk track and start 
interfacing with hordes of people. We must have smelt. 
And if we didn’t, our remaining block of Camembert 
certainly did. There were some nice beaches on the way 
and we took it all at a leisurely pace. Finally, we passed 
the anchor chain that marks the end of the track, plodded 
along the road, and passed over the last headland before 
the bright lights of Oban town. 

I can truly recommend finishing a big walk on New 
Year’s Eve. We tucked into fish and chips at the South 
Sea Hotel and then headed onto the beach where the 
Oban New Year’s bonfire took place. The flames danced 
in the breeze, the boats bobbed in the harbour. We sipped 
our beers and reflected on the end of our third year in 
New Zealand. What would the next year bring us? Where 
would we explore next? Could it possibly get any better? 
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EAGER BEAVER
How (or how not)

to get into canyoning
by MEGAN SETY



35

it was a chance for everyone to practice the anchor and 
abseil system.

Based on the route description and map, we had 
expected to be mostly ankle to knee-deep in a stream 
with easy travel. But the streambed widened slightly 
with pools growing deeper. The pools varied in depth, 
but after the first hour, we were nearly always in water 
that was at least knee deep and more often up to our waist 
and at times swimming. It was fun—this is canyoning 
after all. 

As a water baby I loved it. However, I did not love my 
body temperature. Since we had expected to spend little 
time in the water and Wellington’s summer had been 
unseasonably hot, we had made a major mistake. We 
were not adequately dressed. We had elected not to wear 
wet-suits or neoprene booties. Instead we had chosen 
to wear multiple layers of merino and polypropylene. It 
was not enough. Oops, again.

I was wearing merino long johns, heavy weight 
polypropylene pants over that, two merino shirts, two 
merino jumpers, a merino hat, merino gloves and two 
pairs of merino socks. At 45 minutes, before hitting 
any major abseils, and only having swum through a 

Canyoning—it’s the perfect combination of 
climbing and tramping skills, particularly if you 

love water and going where few other people go. 
When David asked who was keen for a weekend 

canyoning trip a short drive from Wellington, my hand 
flew up to say ‘pick me, pick me, pick me’. The proposed 
route involved only a daytrip (no heavy packs) and up to 
three 35 plus metre waterfall abseils—who wouldn’t say 
yes?

On the other side of the Rimutakas a friendly farmer 
has given access to the start of the Waiorongomai track. 
There’s basic camping at the road end where we spent 
Friday night with toilets, picnic tables and a water tap. 

Since we had a big and unknown day ahead, we had 
planned to be away early. Instead, we slept in and got 
away around 8:30 am, an hour after David’s suggested 

start time. Oops, for the first time and not the last. 
It’s an easy 3 hour walk in on a mix of riverbed 

and fairly well marked track to Waiorongomai Hut. 
We reached the hut, stashed a few bits of gear and kept 
moving. We followed the Kiwicanyons guide, travelling 
upstream briefly before using a side stream to gain access 
to a brief bush-bash up the ridge line. From the top of 
the ridge, we dropped down the other side towards our 
entrance to the creek and the Eager Beaver Canyon.

Just on 12 pm, we stopped to eat lunch, layer up and 
put harnesses and helmets on. We didn’t need the gear 
yet, but it seemed easier to rig up while dry and warm 
instead of faffing in a pool of water at the top of an abseil. 
Over lunch David reviewed the anchor system and rules 
unique to canyon abseils.

Initially the creek was narrow, small and full of log 
debris. It felt more like scrambling. About 20 minutes in, 
we reached the first mini waterfall—really just a stream 
tumbling down three metres of slippery moss-covered 
rocks. We decided to set up an anchor and abseil. It 
would have taken 10 minutes to scramble around, but 
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few pools, my body was shaking uncontrollably. It was 
an odd experience. I couldn’t control the shaking, but 
I didn’t feel cold. Wasn’t that a sign of hypothermia? 
Being cold, but feeling warm. But it was too early and 
there were no other signs. I said something to the rest 
of the crew, as I watched them shiver and shake, teeth 
chattering. We all agreed—we were uncontrollably 
shaking from the cold, but not uncomfortable. 

David was setting up our first real abseil. It was one 
of many 5 to 10 metre high abseils. We were still excited 
to abseil every chance we got—in hindsight that cost 
us precious time and only increased our time standing 
around in water, dropping our body temperatures. Oops.

We kept pressing on, laughing, enjoying the travel 
and wondering when we would finally hit the piece de 
resistance—the epic three in a row 35+ metre abseils. All 
the while, seizing every chance to stand in the sun when 
it rarely appeared.

We became increasingly aware of how cold we were 
and that we weren’t able to move fast enough to warm-
up. We changed our approach to the downstream travel. 
We stopped looking for abseil stations and starting 
looking for the fastest, yet still safe descent route, 
scrambling around or jumping into pools or down-

climbing. We had initially been attempting to follow the 
superb guide provided by Kiwicanyons, but realised it 
was much better to approach each obstacle in its current 
state, assessing the best way to get down and move on.

A couple more hours and finally we hit the 
motherload—the first big waterfall. It was incredibly 
intimidating and thrilling. To get to the top of the 
waterfall, we had to down-climb into a small canyon 
working through a few pools until reaching a cave with a 
thigh deep pool at the precipice of the waterfall. I peered 
over the edge and was unable to see the bottom of the 
waterfall. What was awaiting us?

I had been at the front of the group when we came 
to the top of the waterfall. I was sitting there wondering 
who would go first while David set up the anchor. David 
asked if I wanted to go first. 

We were all freezing, shaking and a bit apprehensive. 
I didn’t have time to faff. I jumped into the pool at the 
top of the waterfall, fed the rope through my belay 
device, double-checked David’s anchor and leaned back 
over the waterfall. I hoped I would see the bottom and 
if something wasn’t right, we could fix it. I could see at 
most 15 metres below.

I’ve abseiled many times, in many situations. But as a 
climber when abseiling, I always make sure my rope hits 
the ground—you don’t want to abseil off the end of your 
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rope. That is the exact opposite in a canyoning abseil. 
Abseiling into a pool with heaps of rope still caught up 
in your belay device or dangling in the water is very 
dangerous. The rope could get wrapped around your 
body, and you could struggle to get unattached from the 
rope, especially if you ended up directly under a forceful 
waterfall. We couldn’t see the bottom, so David made a 
rapid estimate of how much rope to put out based on the 
Kiwicanyons guide. 

I let the rope slide through my belay device, walking 
down the slippery rock face, doing my best to stay to the 
side of the main waterfall. After 10 metres, I wrapped the 
rope around my thigh a few times, an old school ‘brake’ 

and pushed myself out from the rock to look down. I still 
couldn’t see the bottom and now I couldn’t see the top 
either. I gave up and figured I would deal with whatever 
I found at the bottom soon enough. 

I stopped looking down and starting look around—it 
was spectacular. It was like descending into a bottomless 
cave. I was heading down a rockface that continued in a 
near full circle, all the way behind. The walls all around 

me were shear, full of moss and plants, and the trees that 
were above were growing over in a canopy. It seemed to 
take ages but finally I could see the pool below. 

I stopped and checked how much rope was out. In 
the perfect scenario, the rope wouldn’t quite reach the 
pool and I would be able to abseil off the end. It wasn’t 
the case, but it wasn’t bad. There was a huge pool at the 
bottom—some 10 metres across. There were a couple of 
large fallen trees at the far side, well away from where 
I would land. I had an extra 2-3 metres of rope floating 
in the pool, but I would easily be able to tread water and 
extricate myself from the belay device. I hurried down, 
knowing the others would be shaking with cold.

Once I hit the bottom, I was grateful that my gear 
was inside a dry bag in my pack because the extra air 
in the bag created a flotation device, making it easy to 
disentangle myself from the rope (as treading water in 
tramping boots is not as easy as one would hope). I swam 
to the biggest log, pulled myself on and looked up to see 
David. I gave him the sign I was OK, and then signalled 
that the rope was too long. He adjusted the anchor, and 
checked again. I confirmed it was good, and then the rest 
of the crew came down. 

It took at least 45 minutes to get all six of us down 
the waterfall. I suppose if we had had a greater sense 
of urgency it might have taken 30 minutes, but I think 
we each wanted those extra few minutes to take in the 
moment. One after another, we dropped into the pool, 
swam to the far side and hurried 5 minutes downstream 
to a spot of sun that was rapidly disappearing as sunset 
approached. 

We gathered up the rope and pushed on. We came to 
another series of deep pools and short drops that could 
be down climbed or abseiled. As we collected at the 
bottom, approaching the next big waterfall, Tony asked 
me if I was cold. I said ‘yes, but I’m OK, you OK’? He 
hesitated and then said, ‘no I think I’m getting too cold’. 
I was surprised. Tony introduced me to the 13 hour day 
epics, swimming across ocean channels with a pack full 
of 8 days of food and navigating off-track at night. This 
was looking a bit serious. 

Tony began surveying the rest of the group. At 
least two people weren’t keen to continue. I hadn’t yet 
considered the possibility. It was only 4 o’clock. We’d 
only been in the stream for 4 hours and were just about to 
hit the next two big abseils. We had a kilometre of river 
travel left. Why stop now?

We were spread on opposite sides of the stream. 
Water was crashing down. It was loud. We were cold 
and shivering. It took less than 10 minutes to realise we 
shouldn’t continue. There was a brief moment, where we 
thought of splitting into two groups, but that idea was 
rapidly thrown out. It was clear that we were all cold. 
We’d been cold for at least 3 hours. We had several hours 
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to go and would be moving at our slowest pace, as we 
stacked up at the top of the big waterfalls waiting our turn 
to abseil. The sun was no longer reaching the canyon. 
There was no way to get warm. Our body temperatures 
would only be dropping. And once we descended the next 
series of pools, we would have no way to go upstream or 
to bash out of the creek. We would have to finish via the 
canyon, no matter how cold or wet we were.

In fact we could have ended up like this party who 
visited the canyon a few weeks after us:

“It took a bit longer than expected and it got dark 
at the top of the second major waterfall, and then on 
the last major abseil our ropes got stuck (50 m 9 mm 
dynamic and 50 m 11 mm static) the ropes were probably 
crossed but the two of us couldn’t pull it down and it 
was pitch black by this point and we couldn’t see what 
was going on even with head torches. Knowing we had 
a few shorter abseils left we had no choice but to pull 
as much rope down as possible and cut them (very, very 
soul crushing/tears in my eyes) thankfully we got just 
enough to get out of the canyon get back to the cabin and 
enjoy a few brews.”

Smart thinking prevailed, and we immediately 
started talking about the best route out of the canyon. 
Remarkably, no one had brought a full topo map for the 
area. Oops. 

We had only the Kiwicanyon guide, the topos for the 
bushbash and entrance to the stream and a GPS. We were 
cold and made a fast decision to exit via the ridge that 
would return us where we first dropped in to the creek. 
Mike pushed up to scout the route, confirmed it was 
doable, but dodgy—steep, exposed, loose, but for a short 
distance. We immediately headed that way.

The next 500 metres of ground travel was precarious. 
It was incredibly steep and alternated between loose rock 
and dirt with exposed rock faces with 200 m drops either 
side. I was grateful that we were all climbers. One rock 
face would have easily been a grade 14. It was at the end 
of a very narrow ridge with a shear drop off to one side 
all the way down to the valley floor. What had started 
as an off track tramp and river adventure had become 
something else.

Pushing uphill rapidly warmed our bodies and made 
it easier to move. An hour later we’d cleared the worst 
of the difficult terrain and another 30 minutes more had 
brought us back to the top of the ridge. We stopped, had 
a snack for the first time since lunch, laughed about the 
adventure and then picked up and moved on. It was now 
almost 6 pm, we still had to get to the hut and back out, 
and we were tired. 

We arrived back at the cars, just on 8 pm—almost 
12 hours after starting. It had been an epic day trip. One 

that has left me wanting more, but also given me a bit of 
a kick in the butt. We had made several major mistakes 
on this trip, exactly the kinds of things that David 
Clearwater’s book talks about:

• Dress appropriately—take into account the cold 
temperature of the water, lack of sun and a lot of 
time standing around.

• Know your exit routes before you start—bring 
maps that will allow you to navigate those exit 
routes.

• Keep an eye on the time—be efficient, only 
abseil when needed and use two ropes to leap-
frog anchor setups.

• Allow plenty of time—plan as much time 
as possible accounting for both daylight and 
maximising the hottest part of the day while in 
the water.

But it wasn’t all bad. We all lived to tell the tale and 
can’t wait for next summer to go back. What we did right:

• While we should have had wet-suits, we did all 
have many layers of clothes and everyone had 
managed to keep at least 1-2 items of emergency 
clothes dry in a drybag.

• We did have a GPS and the Kiwicanyon guide 
and some of us had considered exit routes, so we 
were able to safely navigate an exit route though 
not ideal.

• Members in the group raised alarms bells 
before the situation was dangerous. Everyone 
participated in the conversation and everyone 
agreed to the safest option.

• We also had a PLB and had left our intentions 
with friends. We had written our intentions in the 
hut book and told people we had passed on the 
track.

When we set out on this trip, I had planned to write 
up a how to for a magazine. As I sat at the bottom of the 
first 35 metre waterfall, I thought to myself that this is 
not an appropriate trip. While canyoning is an excellent 
sport for trampers and climbers to explore, it requires 
specific technical skills and expertise. You cannot wing 
it on number 8 wire and hope to get by.

You must have fitness, navigation and river travel 
knowledge. You must have rope skills including building 
anchors and abseiling. You must understand that building 
anchors and abseiling in a canyoning scenario can be 
more complex and precarious than common climbing 
situations, particularly due to the nature of water. If 
it’s something you want to try, I recommend David 
Clearwater’s advice—seek out mentoring and training 
from experienced people. 
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The club offers trips with a range of difficulties, but 
in the mountains there are really only two grades—

either you can do it or you can’t.
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TAKITIMU AND EYRE MOUNTAINS
A Winter’s Tale

by TONY GAZLEY
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Top left: Slow going in the deep snow on the 
Princhester Track at the start of Day 1.

Middle left: Heading down the Waterloo Burn 
towards Beckett’s Hut.

Bottom left: Travel in the tussock on the 
banks of the Waterloo Burn was awkward and 
slow. So we just walked down the river crossing it
many times. It was cold but at least the walking
was easy.

Waterloo Burn 
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Waterloo Burn 

The cosy Aparima Hut at the 
junction of the Aparima River

and the Waterloo Burn
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Heading up the Aparima River valley on a perfect day

Aparima Forks Hut. This was our coldest night and it took a long time to get a fire going 
and warm the hut enough to melt the snow on the roof. But in the morning everything was 
frozen solid again. We decided that with the amount of snow in the bush getting further up 
the river and climbing onto the tops was just not possible so we turned back down the way 
we had already come, then headed into the Eyre Mountains
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Mt Bee Huts

Mt Bee Ridge
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On our last two days we traversed along the easy track north of Mt Bee and then dropped 
down a spur to Cromel Stream. We camped for the last night in the bush by the stream then 
next morning climbed over the range back to the car at Irthing Road.  Although we had not 
done our planned trip because of the deep snow we had enjoyed some wonderful scenery 
in areas not often visited by North Island trampers.
The happy trampers were: Illona Keenan, Megan Sety and Tony Gazley.
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The way we were
Bush-bashing up the Waiatoto Valley on the way to the Bonar 
Glacier, East Matukituki, West Matukituki, Arawhata Saddle, 
Joe River, O’Leary Pass, and Dart River. Christmas/ New Year 

1968 - 1969.
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TRAVELS THROUGH THE GOBI DESERT
by KATJA RIEDEL

We sat on the carpet in the ger (the round 
portable tent), dust particles danced in a shaft 

of light that fell through the roof. A knife changed 
from hand to hand, cutting pieces of cooked camel 
meat off the bones that lay in a large bowl between us. 
With the other hand I tore off bits of thin dough that 
our host had cooked on top of the camel bones. 
I rolled it around the meat and stuffed it into my mouth.   

We had arrived at the ger just an hour earlier after a 
long and bumpy ride through the Gobi Desert. We were 
my driver Bartor, his helper Purevochir and me. I had 
always wanted to visit the Gobi Desert especially in 
winter, when there would be snow and when the Bactrian 
camels would look the most beautiful in their thick winter 
coats. Now I was here and I felt as if I had stumbled 
into the pages of a National Geographic magazine. The 
camel bones were not particularly tasty, but I enjoyed 
feeling like a real explorer. Our host was a camel racer 
and many medals, trophies and photos on the small shelf 
of his ger spoke of his former victories.  

A week before my arrival in Mongolia’s 
capital Ulaanbaatar a snow storm had raged, leading 
the government to declare a state of national 
emergency. For some time I wasn’t sure if I could travel 
to the Gobi, but with an assistant, a young and 
strong guy that would dig us out of any snow 
drifts, Bartor was happy to set off. Our route took us 
from Ulaanbaatar to Mandalgobi and Dalandzadgad, 
540 km south of the capital.  

On the first day travel was easy, the road was good, 
and though there was snow around the road itself 
was clear. Our destination was Baga gazriin chuluu, 
some impressive rock formations that reminded 
me of giant granite pancakes. The ruins of 
a 17th century Buddhist monastery are hidden 
between the rock formations. Not too far away was 
the ger of a nomadic family with whom we were going to 
spend the night. In summer there are tourist ger camps, 
but in winter you can only stay with the nomads. I was 
a bit nervous to meet my hosts. I knew already that you 
should not step on the threshold of a ger as it allows evil 
spirits to enter. Fire is sacred, so don’t throw rubbish into 
it. The seating inside the ger is strictly determined by 
gender and hierarchy. When you arrive you will be given 
a milk tea and something to eat. So far so good. But I 
needn’t have worried, because Bartor led me gently 
through the welcome ceremony and once the tea cup 

was empty everything was relaxed. I ambled out to take 
pictures of the sunset, but it was cold, probably minus 10 
degrees and it got colder as the sun disappeared. I opened 
the door of the ger and warmth from the camel dung fire 
welcomed me. Dinner was rice and meat. Luckily I 
wasn’t offered the sheep’s brain which our host scooped 
out of the cranium for his young daughter who ate it with 
glee. Sleeping arrangements were low key, everybody 
bedded down on the floor of the ger: father, mother, two 
kids, Bartor, Purevochir, me and a sick goat that was too 
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Flaming Cliffs, a classic desert landscape of rock, red 
sands, scrub, and awesome emptiness. In 1922 Roy 
Chapman Andrews found here the first fossil dinosaur 
eggs. Now they are in a museum but the landscape 
is still breath-taking. I asked Bartor if we could be here 
for sunset, because the Flaming Cliffs were named from 
the red sandstone which glows in the evening light and it 
was magic. I was surrounded by a landscape on par with 
the Grand Canyon but I had it all to myself. I wandered up 
and down the gullies, stepping over thorny saxaul shrubs. 
As the sun set the colours intensified and like instructed 
by a secret director a group of camels walked into the 
scene, directly in front of the cliffs. It was dark by the 
time we got back to the ger, ideal for some star gazing, 
mind-bogglingly beautiful in this desert firmament. 

Next day we headed to Moltsog Els. In general the 
landscape of the Gobi is dry and rocky, but here was the 
cliché of a desert, sand dunes stretching over 20 km, with 
sharp wind formed ridges and ripple pattern. I don’t know 
what it is about snow and sand, it wakes the child in 
everybody and the three of us ran around in the dunes. That 
was the first time I had been to a sandy desert and I liked 
it so much, that I suggested to stay here for lunch. Which 
meant we had another hour to explore the dunes 
because lunch normally meant a freshly cooked meal 

weak to be left out in the cold.  
In Mongolia it is common that the woman is 

the first one up in the morning. She starts the 
fire, prepares breakfast, looks after the goats and only 
when the temperature inside the ger has climbed to 
a bearable temperature everybody else peels off the 
blankets. A typical Mongolian breakfast consists of milk 
tea with pieces of cold meat and bread dipped into it. It is 
more like a savoury soup. 

We left the ger. By now there were no more roads, 
tracks at most, sometimes there was nothing and I 
wondered how Bartor found his way. Sometimes he 
didn’t and we had to ask at a ger, Whenever we saw 
camels I asked him to stop, rushing out of the van to 
take pictures. They are beautiful, long eyelashes, soft 
lips, well-padded feet and thick brown-red coats with an 
air of arrogance about them. Only when they let their 
lower lip droop they look a little bit fatuous. One day we 
saw a woman picking up camel dung from the side of 
the road, another day we met two little boys on a camel, 
no ger in sight for several kilometres.  I never tired of 
looking out of the window.  

One day we walked into Yolyn Am, the Valley of the 
Vultures, which has a thick blue veined ice field in it. But 
the main destination of my journey was Bayanzag, the 
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by Bartor, sometimes Mongolian dumplings, sometimes 
stir fried noodles with chicken and vegetables. We agreed 
that he would drive to a more sheltered spot and I would 
follow on foot. Once the van disappeared I was alone, I 
took pictures, listened to the wind, because the Gobi is 
known for its singing dunes, and let the sand run through 
my hands. Only when I looked up and couldn’t see the 
van I realised that I was truly alone. They could have 
driven off without me; and for a moment I marvelled at 
this feeling of fear and excitement. I walked on and soon 
saw the tracks of the van where lunch was waiting for 
me.  

This night we stayed with a more wealthy family 
that had a large camel herd. When dusk fell the camels 
came back to the ger. First the two year old camel 
youngsters arrived, then their mothers. They had spent 
the day grazing in different areas. As soon as they 
were reunited the young camels started to suckle. And 
while they suckled on one teat, the other was milked 
by the women. Overnight the teenagers were locked 
into an enclosure, while the mothers stayed close. It took 
a while till the loud cries of protest quietened down. 

Bartor had told me that we would get up very early 
to watch the sunrise at White Mountain. I had never 
heard of it, but was keen to be at a special place for 
sunrise. We got away late, but Bartor made up for it by 
racing through the early dawn. When we arrived I saw 
sandstone cliffs sculpted by erosion to towers and turrets 
with white, orange, pink and red bands and as Bartor 
correctly assumed the sun was just about to light up this 
picture book of earth history. Together with Purevochir I 
scrambled down the cliffs. Moments later the sun cast its 
light on the sandstone. I felt like being inside a painting 
where the artist has gone mad with colours and shapes. 

My trip to the Gobi desert was a whirlwind of 
impressions of an unusual and amazing landscape, 
seeing wild animals like vultures, black-tailed gazelles 
and pikas, relatives of our rabbits. Every night I spent 
with a different nomadic family who eke out a living in 
the Gobi Desert by herding goats, sheep and camels and 
who welcomed me into their homes. But like everywhere 
else modern life is seeping into the traditional lifestyle. 
Every ger had a TV which would be switched on as soon 
as we arrived. When there was wired electricity as in 
one of the villages, the cooking was done in an electric 
wok, despite the fire burning to provide heat. Most 
herders today drive their livestock from the seat of their 
motorbike rather than from the back of a horse. But who 
am I to deny them the amenities that I take for granted 
only because I want to indulge in the romantic feeling.  I 
was only a passerby soon to be returning to the luxuries 
of a western lifestyle. 
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NAVIGATION
How to not get lost

by RICHARD HOUSE

The club runs regular trips classed as ‘navigation’ 
(or nav), that are often local day trips or sometimes 

weekend tramps. It is generally left to the trip leader to 
work out what navigation training to provide, so my aim 
in this article is to share some experiences and ideas.

I have had a lifelong interest with maps, and have 
used not only terrain maps but also nautical and air charts 
to get from A to B. I have been walking wild country all 
my life mainly in UK but also Africa, and in my running 
days, used to orienteer competitively, and I planned a few 
events. It has taken quite a bit of practice, but I would 
class myself as a reasonable navigator. A September 
club EM nav trip to Cow Creek in the northern Tararuas 
prompted me to pull together some thoughts on the 
subject of navigation.

Navigation trips are fairly popular, especially among 
newer members who are keen to learn new skills. It is 
difficult to guess what to teach over a weekend, so I 
asked those who signed up what they hoped to learn and 
improve on the trip. These were some of the responses:

• I’d be really interested to learn more advanced 
stuff (triangulation etc/how to figure where I am 
if I happen to get lost), maybe picking a route 
etc. Really just want to brush up, also I don’t use 
map/compass often.

• If possible improve the use of my GPS.
• I know some very basic navigation but have yet 

to use it properly in real life so keen to learn more 
and put it into practice.

• We did some compass skill and navigation skills 
on Snowcraft, but it made me realise how lacking 
in skills I am!

• I’ve been on two club trips but know nothing 
about navigation. 

• I’m afraid I am a bit of a novice at backcountry 
navigating which is why I’m coming on your 
trip. I can read a map and know how to measure 
distances and I have minor map navigation skills.

Search and rescue news stories often report lost or 
disorientated trampers as a factor in the rescue event, 
often on well known tracks. Compared to UK for 
example New Zealand tracks are well sign-posted and 
marked, so navigation on DOC tracks seems relatively 
easy. The real navigation problem starts once you are off 
the track or can’t see the track markers.  People signing 
up for navigation trips appear to recognise their lack of 
confidence in dealing with those challenges.

We tend to think of navigation skills being use of 
map and compass but it is much more. While bush bash 
navigation is great for experienced trampers for most 
club members it is having the confidence in navigation 
skills to get into the backcountry and back home safely, 
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and where unexpected things happen being able to make 
the best route choices. The higher-level navigational 
skill requirements are therefore:

•  Being able to plan a feasible route
•  Knowing where you are on the map
•  Following a route safely in limited visibility 

(e.g. darkness, cloud)
•  Assessing the route ahead against the capability 

of the group
•  Identifying alternative route options.
An often forgotten navigation factor is speed. A 

couple of years ago, some UK friends on their first NZ 
tramp (not with the Club) told me how their planned 
short weekend walk ended up being a couple of 12 hour 
days. In Easy/Easy-Medium groups, people don’t 
usually appreciate how slow progress can be with an 
average speed of around 2 km/hr on tracks. Knowing 
what speed you are doing and what you are capable of is 
essential knowledge for route planning. Being able to do 
those mental calculations with speed, distance and time 
are also useful in locating yourself on the map, at least 
to within a bracket of uncertainty. It is also key to that 
group confidence building question, ‘what time are we 
going to get there?’

Orienteering taught me the value of ‘orientating 
the map to the ground’ and ‘staying in touch with the 
map’. We often teach taking bearings from the map and 
walking on a compass bearing but for much of the time 
orienting the map to the ground is all that’s needed. 
This means aligning the map north with magnetic north 
(allowing for magnetic declination) so that features on 
the map align with features on the ground. It makes it 
much easier to mentally process the information we read 
from the map to what we see on the ground. For example 
if we have oriented the map, then the track we are 
walking on should be in the same direction as the track 
on the map we think we are on. It saves the mind having 
to re-process direction which reduces errors when tired. 
Staying in touch with the map means at all times being 
able to locate yourself on the map, as opposed to not 
knowing where you are on the map for periods of time 
and having to work out where you are afresh. If you are 
staying in touch with the map you are never lost—and if 
you can’t exactly pin-point your location the margin of 
error is small.

The navigation trip to Cow Creek in September 
gambled with the winter weather. With a wet cold week 
leading up to the weekend’s improving forecast we 
anticipated muddy Tararua tracks. Navigation refresher 
training started prior to the trip with some suggested 
short YouTube videos on grid references and walking on 
a compass bearing which most of the group managed to 
watch.

On our Saturday morning arrival at Kiriwhakapapa 
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Road end (300 m altitude) we parked next to a van from 
the Hutt Valley Tramping Club. A couple at the campsite 
told us that a group of 9 had left an hour or two before 
us also heading for Cow Creek Hut (6 bunks). We all 
understood that we faced the certainty of camping at 
Cow Creek.

The group of eight was large for a single instructor 
especially on narrow steep tracks but familiarising 
everyone with grid references prior to the start enabled 
the whole group to shout out a grid reference for where 
they thought they were, without having to visually point 
to a map. This regular question was posed every 15-30 
minutes with the GPS providing final arbitration. After a 
couple of hours everyone was getting it to about 100-200 
metres accuracy.

Right from the start and throughout the trip we 
practiced time and position estimating. It’s a sign of our 
interconnected generation that few people wear watches 
but mobile phones are not as convenient as a watch for 
measuring time for speed and distance calculations. 
Regular time announcements got over the immediate 
problem for the trip.

Being able to read contour lines and understand the 
shape of the ground is an important skill for accurate 
location in the bush. A little kink in a map contour line 
means little at the stage of route planning but when 
observed on the ground where you have an approximate 
knowledge of your location, it can pin-point you exactly. 
People need to spend time reading map contour lines 
and associate them with what they see on the ground to 
develop that skill. Part of that is understanding what a 
20 m contour interval looks and feels like on the ground. 
Early on in the climb out of the valley we stopped and 
everyone estimated the elevation we had climbed. People 
generally over-estimate their climb progress until they 
get the feel of it.

The occasional gap in the bush canopy provided 
some visibility of the rising ground ahead. That raised a 
question of ‘are we going to walk over that mini-peak?’ 
and provided the opportunity to explain and practice 
taking back bearings from the ground and translating 
them to the map.

Climbing in light rain up a muddy steep track to Blue 
Range Hut (970 m) the group’s speed became evident—
less than 2 km/hr. Being a nav trip with regular stops 
for questions and discussions was a factor, but at 600 m 
we hit slushy snow on the track which slowed progress. 
Over lunch in Blue Range Hut we evaluated progress. 
The next couple of hours along a ridge (1000 m) was 
going to be in snow with a steep descent into Cow Creek 
(500 m). Although track-signed as a 5 hour DOC time, 
it was going to be a 7-hour day, with the last hour in 
darkness. A potential bush bashing navigation option 
was no longer feasible in the conditions and within the 

time available.
Leaving Blue Range Hut after a late lunch and heading 

up onto the ridge we met the Hutt Valley group returning 
to Blue Range Hut. They had decided to turn back as 
their progress was slow and taking its toll on the less fit 
in the group. We were still going well according to our 
revised plan and continued with the encouragement that 
we might yet have hut accommodation that night. Surely 
no one else could be out here this weekend!

The route provided plenty of contour reading 
opportunities and by the end of the day all of the group 
were locating themselves on the map to within a couple 
of hundred metres. As we approached the bottom of 
the descent into Cow Creek we donned head-torches 
to complete the last kilometre or so in darkness. With 
some scrambles across old slips the track markers were 
difficult to see in places but the location confidence in 
the group enabled those at the head to find their way 
through.

Arriving at 7 pm at Cow Creek Hut we were pleased 
to find that we were the only ones at the hut. A possum 
did make a bid to share the hut with us but the group 
screaming sent him looking for a quieter location. With 
lights out at 10 pm after a great dinner and warm fire 
everyone slept well, even the two on the floor.

The return trip to the road end on the Sunday was in 
better weather, less snow, but wetter. A few ridge vantage 
points allowed us to identify local peaks by back bearings. 
The navigation novelty is somewhat less on a previously 
trodden route, but with relatively hard conditions for a 
group of new members, a better walking Sunday ended 
the weekend on a high note. The weather conditions on 
a relatively simple route had added to the navigational 
challenges and route progress assessment. All agreed 
they had learned a few things about navigation.

Trip Statistics:

Sat 10 Sept 2016
Start time Kiriwhakapapa Road end: 11:20 hrs
Blue Range Hut lunch stop: 14:15 - 14:55 hrs
Cow Creek Hut: 18:55 hrs
Duration: 6 hours 55 mins
Distance: 10.5 km
Average Speed: 1.5 km/hr.

Sun 11 Sept 2016
Start time Cow Creek Hut: 08:20 hrs
Lunch Stop: 12:05 - 12:45 hrs
Kiriwhakapapa Road end: 15:05 hrs
Duration: 6 hours 05 mins
Distance: 9.2 km
Average Speed: 1.5 km/hr.
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THE ROUTEBURN 
TRACK

by AMELIA WHITE

Friday afternoon I was trying not to worry. Reports 
in from Queenstown were not good—a severe 

storm had just gone through and the Glenorchy Road 
was closed due to tree-fall. Thankfully, by the time we 
got to the airport on Saturday afternoon, the roads had 
been cleared and power had been restored to the district.

Our adventure began at Queenstown airport, where 
Claire’s pack lost a strap when she tried to pick it up 
to carry it to the taxi stand. Oh dear. A pack with only 
one shoulder strap is no use for a 3-day, 32 km tramp. 
Grabbing a taxi the ½ km to our accommodation (because 
our bags were huge and it was trying to rain on us), we 
started Googling for pack hire, trying to find one local at 
Remarkables Park. No such luck. We sent Claire off on 
the bus to Queenstown to pick up a hire pack in town, 
while we aimlessly wandered the supermarket for ages 
getting our tramping food and something for dinner.

Sunday morning dawned incredibly fair, if a little 
nippy. Up stupid early to get everyone through a last 
shower before we hit the track, we were all just nicely 
ready when our shuttle arrived to collect us. The amount 
of treefall on the side of the road was incredible. It was 
amazing what the roading staff had managed to clean up 
since the storm. 

We were among the first on to the track that morning, 
our five, two others who shared our van, and a group of 
guided walkers all heading off at about the same time. 
We overtook each other with regularity past the first 
gorgeous waterfall, and all the way to the riverside where 
we stopped for morning tea and to soak in the atmosphere 
of exactly where we were, and what stunning weather 
we had (just in case it didn’t last—Fiordland weather is 
fickle!).

Cruising on up the valley, we got to Routeburn Flats 
Hut at a good time for lunch. Yes, it had taken longer 
than the DOC suggested time to get there, but while 
we had fine weather we didn’t care. Chilling out in the 
sunshine at a picnic table on the grass in front of the hut 
was blissful. This is somewhere I am determined to get 
back to. The hut is clearly designed with day walkers in 
mind, having a huge covered space with benches, sinks, 
tables and seats.

The rest of our day’s walking was uphill. All of it. 
So in went my earbuds and off I went. We agreed before 
we headed off that we would all climb at our own pace, 
taking long stops in a couple of specific locations, with 
the person at the front regularly waiting for sight of the 
person at the back, and each person stopping when they 
wanted to, for however long they wanted to, since we all 
walked at different paces up hill. 

The climb was a long, plodding slog. I expected to 
be at the back (like I normally am on club trips) but 
instead I arrived first in just on 1½ hours, and the others 
dribbled in one every 5 minutes after that. I had planned 
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to walk back down the track 
and find the back marker, since 
I was feeling good, but by the 
time I had greeted each person 
and celebrated with them that we 
had made it, the next person had 
arrived.

Snagging ourselves some 
bunks, we also grabbed a prime 
position on the deck, where we 
had a view out to the peaks on the 
opposite side of the valley, and 
chilled out for a while. It was still 
early afternoon, but Routeburn 
Falls Hut was already largely in 
shade. As we regained a bit of 
energy, we went for wanders up 
to the falls proper, and down to 
the prominent rock below the 
hut (which is so popular it really 
needs a track built to it rather than the scramble over 
slippery boulders that you take at the moment).

Dinner was endured, the hut talk from the ranger 
was hilarious, and we all stayed up late enough for the 
lights to turn on. The early loss of sunshine meant the 
bunkroom was quite cold—and the dining room was 
only warm because the ranger had lit the coal range 
around 5 pm.

Waking at 6 am Monday for a toilet break, I discovered 
that some keen beans were already up, packed and on 
their way out for the day. The beginning of the morning 
was beautiful and I contemplated just staying up, but 
opted to go back to bed for a bit more rest as I knew we 
had another chunky climb and big descent ahead of us.

Breakfast, pack and a little bit of housekeeping later 
and we were on our way. Two steps off the deck and the 
climbing that would be the bulk of our day started. We 
dawdled our way up to the top of the falls, enjoying our 
last views over the Routeburn Valley. Then we turned into 
the upper valley below Harris Saddle. Wow. The valley 
opening ahead of us was immense. And incredible. The 
track vanished into the distance where we could see tiny 
people walking ahead of us. 

We took a lot of photo stops on the climb up to Harris 
Saddle, including to play with some of the fresh snow 
that had fallen during the storm earlier in the week, and 
to watch an Australian family climb a huge rock to get a 
great photo. We briefly debated stopping for something 
to eat on the promontory overlooking Lake Harris, but 
opted to continue on the 500 m to the shelter at the saddle 
and have an early lunch (so we could claim to bag it by 
stopping in and eating there). We somewhat regretted 
this decision, as the promontory had been sheltered 
from what was actually quite a cool breeze that became 

Looking down the Routeburn 

First view of Lake 



58

apparent at Harris Saddle Shelter.
Lunch at Harris Saddle was ridiculously early—not 

long after 11 am. But we figured from the map that it 
would be our last place to stop and stretch out for a 
good couple of hours at the pace we were all going. 
The trip along the Hollyford face is a bit of a blur for 
me. For a range of reasons (including running out of 
water and the glare of the sun) I wound up with a near 
migraine. The views through this part of the day became 
a bit monotonous, compared with what we had been 
experiencing, since we were simply walking above the 
Hollyford Valley for several kms. Some parts of the track 
are quite tremendously exposed through here, which left 
some members of our party struggling.

Laurie and I wound up pushing ahead to try and beat 
my migraine to the hut, leaving the other three behind 
as a group to make their way at their own pace. Just 
before we started off, having left a message with the 
Australians to pass on to Ange, Marion and Claire (who 
we were confident weren’t far behind us), we saw Ange 
bounding up the track with no pack on. “Oh feck” went 
the murmur through the six of us. Thankfully, Ange was 
just coming to tell us they were fine, just slow, struggling 
a little with the exposure and Claire having a sore foot 
and were more than happy to just see us at the hut. I was 
loathe to break the group up to the extent we were going 
to. But if I slowed myself down to Claire’s pace with her 
sore foot, I would have been blind from the headache 
before I reached the hut. 

We tried to cheer them (and ourselves) up by telling 
them the top should be “just around the corner” (we 
had checked the map). This was a lesson in how big a 
distance “just around the corner” is, in such a landscape. 
Turning the corner at that point, where we thought we 
had done the last of the uphill sidle and should be starting 
to drop again was the only point of the trip where I really 
struggled—more uphill. We were sure the ranger the 
night before, and the track profile in the brochure had 
said it was “basically all downhill” from Harris Saddle 
to Mackenzie Hut. What a load of bollocks. It was a 
bumpy sidle that seemed a lot more uphill than down 
and ended with a vicious wee climb (although that may 
be the migraine clouding my memory!).

A seat in the shade with lots of water, no pack and 
no sunhat was such a blessing once we finally got to 
Mackenzie Hut, first spotted as a tiny dot all the way 
down there. Laurie and I collapsed on the front deck 
of the hut at about 3:15 pm, just over 7 hours after we 
left Routeburn Falls (although we did spend nearly an 
hour at lunch). We dithered for a bit about bunk spaces, 
eventually signed ourselves in, changed out of our 
sweaty clothes and into lightweight alternatives (it was 
still 22 degrees at the hut at 6 pm, despite being at nearly 
900 m amsl) and settled in to wait for the others, hoping 

they weren’t too far behind.
Our relaxed state started turning to nerves as our 

self-imposed “will go looking for them” (to make sure 
nothing had happened) time started to draw closer. We 
asked people as they ambled in if they had seen them, and 
most indicated their last sighting had been somewhere up 
on the switchbacks above Lake Mackenzie. Finally, the 
ranger (who we had seen way up on the Hollyford face) 
came through and said he had seen them only a couple 
of minutes prior, taking the turnoff for the high water 
track. Finally, over 2 hours after Laurie and I arrived, 
and nearly 4½ hours since we had last seen them, they 

stumbled in, clearly relieved to be there and be able to 
take their packs off. 

Another dinner was endured (freeze-dry is not really 
my ideal food, but with 5 kg of camera gear, I was weight 
saving wherever else I could). We all had a quick wade 
into the (very cold) lake and wandered around in shorts, 
singlet and jandals till it was time for the hut talk. We 
had this on the deck in the sunshine which was bliss—
until the sun suddenly vanished and the temperature 
dropped about 10 degrees in 2-3 minutes. I was stuck in 
the middle of the group, unable to get out surreptitiously, 
still in my lightweight warm-weather clothes. Not ideal!

Bedtime followed almost immediately after the hut 
talk finished (the ranger was certifiable, and hilarious), 
with a plan to definitely be off early in the morning 
to allow extra time for managing Claire’s sore foot. 
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Allowing ourselves 6 hours to complete the track that 
was indicated to take 4 to 4½ should be plenty, right?

Amazingly, Tuesday morning dawned brilliantly fair 
again. What a run of weather we had hit! The forecast was 
for rain “mid afternoon”, which suggested we may just 
miss it with our 2 pm pickup. The track from Mackenzie 
hut ambles along with a few climbs for a while, then 
starts to sidle past a couple of gorgeous waterfalls. We 
left Laurie at the first to take photos, agreeing to wait 
for her at the second if she didn’t catch us before then. 
She caught up to us as we arrived at the massive Earland 
Falls, which were beyond incredible. 

Lunch was a hurried affair, watching the new batch 
of guided walkers arrive to be greeted with chocolate 
biscuits, hot tea and coffee and raro on the few picnic 
tables outside the hut, leaving us standing along the front 
of the deck. Laurie checked herself in for her night at 
Howden, grabbing just her camera kit, water and jacket 
and then hefting Claire’s pack onto her back instead, to 
help Claire get up the hill in better time. This worked a 
treat, those of us who left 5 minutes after her didn’t catch 
her on the slog up to the Key Summit turnoff.

Here we said goodbye to Laurie, who was continuing 
on to do the Caples track without us. Marion and I 
stretched out our legs and whipped down the hill as fast 
as we could to ensure we made it to the carpark before 
the “15 minutes or so” grace from the shuttle ran out, 
arriving at about 1:50 (which means, even at our good 

pace, it still took the full suggested 45 minutes down 
the hill). Dumping packs and grabbing a drink, Marion 
headed back to see if she could help the others, who 
walked out at 2:01 under their own steam, totally stoked 
(as well they deserved to be!). 

Back to Queenstown in the shuttle, windows wide 
open almost all the way because it was still really warm. 
We grabbed dinner from the supermarket across the road 
from our accommodation, and then most of us headed 
for a walk to the pools (about 2 km) for a shower and 
then swim, which was absolute bliss after three long 
days walking!

Those on the trip were:
Laurie, Ange, Claire, Marion, Amelia.

Harris Basin



60



61

102 MODEL TRAMPING HUTS
A labour of love

by IAN BUNCKENBERG

Over the years there has been a lot written about 
our tramping huts, the building of them, working 

parties on them, stories told about getting to them, 
staying in them, locations they have been built in, 
books published about them, but I don’t know anyone 
who has made a collection of model tramping huts.

I have always enjoyed making small wooden items 
and wanting something different to do and still keen to 
go tramping I thought about combining the two interests 
by making a couple of models.

I began by contacting Paul Hughes a reliable tramping 
buddy from way back and a fellow WTMC member who 
was working for DOC at the time. He located a set of 
plans of the NZSF70 hut design known in our circles 
as a Forestry Hut. I converted the plans into metric and 
played around with cardboard and decided that a 1:50 
scale would fit perfectly on our Welsh dresser.

After a couple more experiments with different 
thicknesses of plywood I started experimenting with the 
construction of the NZFS70 hut.

Once the first one was completed I thought it would 
be a good idea to have a look at another. So I wandered 
up to Jumbo Hut, measured it up, drew the hut plans and 
made the second one.

Totora Flats Hut was next but as this is a larger hut I 
made it to a smaller scale. This was the only one I have 
made to a different scale as I realized later it did not do 
justice to the structure when put alongside other models.

Slowly I visited and measured most of the huts in the 
Tararuas making models of them. I was hooked!

To make them as true as possible to what you actually 
see I have taken the measurements of whatever is inside 
the hut and make the bunks, benches, fire places, etc. To 
finish them as authentically as possible I always try and 
get a flake of paint then match it with a test pot at home. 
After a while I replaced the tape measure with a laser 
measure to save time (and friendships) as it is quicker 
to use. I then don’t forget the measurement by the time I 
get back to my note book because it is shown on a digital 
display. I took photos of inside and out for reference as 
it could be up to two years before I get around to making 
them. I prefer the smaller huts because they tend to have 
more character and take up less space.

The welsh dresser slowly got swamped with models 
of tramping huts so I started to nick a few books off 
the bookshelf hoping nobody would notice. Soon the 

bookshelf was home to more model huts than books. 
After most of a shelf was vacated I did get a couple of 
comments, but they were all good so I continued.

I do most trips by myself or with Marion who looks 
after the photo taking. I have had some great trips with 
a few old friends, that is if they don’t run a mile when 
asked to go for a stroll to find a new hut, or go overseas 
never to be heard from again.

We kayaked down the Whanganui River with Alex 
and Janine Grey and their two lads and I managed to 
measure three huts on the way.

Last year I decided to have a five-week sickie from 
work and do a few trips down south. (I don’t think the 
boss noticed I was absent!). I tramped up the Poulter 
River in Arthurs Pass then drove down the West Coast 
visiting Mt Brown, the Copland Valley Hut and a few 
others on the way. I met up with Neil Woodrow and we 
scampered up to Brewster Hut, then there were a couple 
of others in the Wanaka area with Marion and Glynis.

Marion and I then biked up the Ahuriri River visiting 
four more. Slowly we made our way north, always 
finding new places to wander around and more huts to 
measure up.

Over the last six years I have visited the Aorangis, 
the Richmond Range, Nelson Lakes, Kahurangi 
National Park, Arthurs Pass, Lewis Pass to name just 
a few of the great places that I have wandered about. I 
now have made over 100 huts from around the country 
with another 30 or so ready to construct. The most 
interesting and challenging was the new Waihohonu 
Hut in Tongariro National Park. This is designed with 
two sections at 45 degrees with lots of roof angles and 
pitches, three different levels and two picture windows 
that frame Ngauruhoe in one and Ruapehu in the other. 
Now finished it requires a shelf of its own.

I have found this a great way to revisit country that I 
wandered over in my ‘misspent’ youth and a chance to 
visit other places that I’ve always thought about.

I spend the winter evenings beavering away in the 
garage constructing the different huts that I visited and 
dreaming about the next hut to measure up and trips to 
get to them. I need to make a separate cabinet for the huts 
as the bookshelf is now full. Now the warmer weather 
has arrived, I will start to fulfil a few of those winter 
ideas, get the boots on and go and find some new plans 
for the next winter.
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OUT DAMN STOAT
The WTMC trap line
by ROBYN LUTZENBERGER

Are you a ‘peak bagger?’ a ‘hut ticker offer?’ Do you 
love going out into the bush to satisfy your personal 

desire to experience our beautiful natural heritage? Let’s 
face it; unless you are leading a trip helping others, 
tramping is done for our own selfish reasons of personal 
enjoyment and experience. And there is nothing wrong 
with that—we do have exceptional places of natural 
beauty in this country to enjoy and appreciate and I 
believe the world would be a better place if more people 
did appreciate it. Fortunately, there is however, a way 
that you can satisfy this need and contribute to helping 
protect and maintain this heritage for you, others and the 
future. That’s right, you can help protect the environment 
that gives you so much. Sign up for a trapping trip!

The WTMC maintains a stoat trapping line in the 
Ruahines. This line is there to try and help the survival 
and expansion of the local blue duck/whio population.

The whio/blue duck is unique to New Zealand and 
one of only three waterfowl species in the world that live 
year round on fast flowing rivers. They obtain all their 
food on the river, raise their young on the river and nest 
on the river banks. This makes them vulnerable on two 
major fronts: habitat destruction and predation by stoats 
and rats. The International Union of Conservation for 
Nature (IUCN) classifies whio/blue duck as endangered.

The trapping line maintained by the club needs to be 
checked at least monthly. This involves removing any 
predators caught in the trap, re-baiting and resetting the 
trap and recording details.  The location of the trap line 
means that there are different trip options. There are 
easy, medium and fit trip options and if you are ‘Überfit’ 
you may even be able to do the whole line in one trip. 
Now there is a challenge for some of you!

As for me, not being in the Überfit (or even medium fit) 
group, I opted for the easy trapping trip on the weekend 
of Nov. 14 and 15. After a fresh night sleeping under the 
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stars at Sentry Box Hut (you can sleep in the hut) we 
set off not too early in the morning on the Parks Peak 
track. The name does lend the information that there are 
peaks involved and hence some ascent may be involved. 
Luckily for me, I was so interested in the trapping aspect 
of the trip, I failed to notice until I actually starting going 
up, and up and up. I admit I found this challenging—in 
a good way. Once at the top the views were spectacular 
and the weather that day was very good. A few ominous 
lenticular clouds started floating in during the day.

At the top was where our trapping detail started. We 
dropped our packs off the track, donned our trapping 
utility waist bags and started checking the traps along 
the ridge top, splitting into pairs to leap frog each other 
for greater efficiency.

After a side trip to the trig point at 1,368 m, we 
picked up our packs and walked the 40 minutes to Parks 
Peak Hut taking in the superb views of Ruapehu and 
Ngauruhoe along the way. What a great little hut this 
is. It is quite new and has a great fire in it, which was 
just what we needed as it was getting cold. Tony and I 
checked the last few traps near the hut while Carol and 
David magnanimously kept the home fires burning and 
cooked dinner (which was delicious, thanks guys).

The lenticular clouds had indeed heralded the arrival 
of some wind and rain. The wind howled outside the hut 
and the rain pelted the windows during the night. It gave 
a somewhat worse impression of what actually awaited 
us for the walk down in the morning. The descent was 
something I had tried to ignore for as long as possible as 
I remember it being fairly steep. However, the rain was 
not so bad and with the offer of Tony’s walking pole, 
bottom sliding was kept to a minimum.

This was definitely the most rewarding trip I have 
been on. I would have felt satisfied with the tramp, the 
location and the views had it just been another club trip, 
but having an actual purpose along the way made a real 
impact. I would recommend and urge all club members 
to participate in this worthy cause if they can. This trip 
can be made into an ‘easy’ club trip because it is not a 
long track and so you can tailor it to your needs; have 
lots of rests if you want, take your time, enjoy the views, 
and if you happen to like keeping your feet dry, this is the 
trip for you—no stream or river crossings on this section.

Our Grand Stoatal of 16 stoats (eight from our easy 
group and eight from the medium-fit group) shows that 
they are still out there and a continuing threat to the 
whio/blue duck.

The hut is very cosy, views spectacular and for peak 
baggers there is the trig point. The goal of trying to help 
the conservation of the unique whio/blue duck is well 
worthwhile and something club members can help with. 
Help protect our unique natural heritage that has given 
you so much. Join a trapping trip and give a little back.

Pohatuhaha trig

Parks Peak Hut 

Parks Peak track
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MITRE PEAK
Getting a feel for the place

by SHARRON CAME
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Finally the yo-yoing 
slapping world of lift 

and drop ceases. A lifetime 
encapsulated in fifteen bone 
jolting minutes. We cautiously 
crab our way forward off 
the lurching boat onto the 
slippery but stationary rocks. 
There is no time to adjust 
we’re straight into parting 
tree branches, untangling vine 
traps and edging round thick 
nests of ferns. I’m grateful for 
Pavlo. Not only has he driven 
us from Christchurch, he’s 
figured out how to get across 
the wind swept fiord and as 
the non-Kiwi he is, as far as 
the clouds of ravenous sand-
flies are concerned, tasty.  

We let the sound of water 
tumbling over rocks guide our 
excavations to Sinbad stream. 
Upon reaching it we pause to 
swat at the sand-flies, remove 
twigs and branches from our 
hair and clothing. I have to 
remove a few twigs from 
my mouth and nose prior to 
quenching my thirst. When 
I shoulder my pack again 
the seven litres of water is 
noticeable but I expect to use 
every drop.  In the shade of 
the forest and yet to take a 
single upward step sweat is 

already trickling down my neck and rendering to paste 
the accumulating twig dust. 

For the first couple of hours the company is terrible. 
We make the acquaintance of far too many bush lawyer, 
vines, and trees of the rotting and broken variety. Instead 
of sand-flies enjoying a good nibble at our expense 
tree branches and thorns shred our skin. Our ears buzz 
with distracting urban sounds, the irregular roar and 
constant hum of boat motors and the bass like drone 
of aircraft taking off, landing and circling overhead. 
The reward for our effort is a princely 200 meters of 
ascent. Camping sandwiched between decomposing 
logs is not what I envisaged when I was researching 
the route from the comfort of my office in Wellington.

DJ spies a remnant piece of green tape that coincides 
with a ground trail. Our enthusiasm and sense of 
purpose come bounding back. We start paying attention 
to our surroundings instead of wearily dialling them 

out. Green tape is supplemented by orange tape. High 
fives all round. Progress is measurable in time as 
well as space, sweat and scratches. For the first time 
a backward glance reveals the buildings that mark 
the diminutive village below along with tiny dots of 
kayaks and boats bobbing about like pieces of lego. 
Ahead of us, through the thick tree curtain we glimpse 
the unmistakable shape of our granite grey high-rise.

The ground trails are numerous and unreliable, the 
pieces of tape helpful but rare. We solve the supply/
demand problem with a game of snakes and ladders. The 
leader picks a trail but if, after a few meters, we fail to 
spot any tape we deem the trail ‘snake’, backtrack and 
someone else leads out on another trail. The ‘ladder’ 
is always marked. Three hillocks later we reach the 



68

Footstool. Here the route drops away abruptly for 
150 m; fortunately there are ample branches to break an 
otherwise speedy descent. The first feasible campsites 
are at the saddle. It will soon be dark and therefore time 
to find one.

My scouting is quickly rewarded with a spot that 
possesses sufficient flat space for our three bivvy bags 
plus a rocky vantage point with views back down to the 
fiord and across to the Darren Mountains. DJ and Pavlo 
take a break while I seek to allay my suspicion that there 
is a better place just around the corner. I discover a small 
puddle of murky water beside a large pot containing 
clean rainwater. Someone, presumably whoever left the 
green and orange tape, has taken the trouble to lug the 

pot up here to boost the meagre natural water storage. I 
offer a silent salute to the thoughtfulness of strangers in 
whose footsteps we are following. 

Boats and aircraft have departed for the night and the 
wind that whipped the fiord into a white-capped frenzy 
earlier has also retreated, consigned to ancient history 
along with all our discomforts and fears confronted 
and conquered in an afternoon. The pure, sweet sound 
of singing bell birds drifts in the warm air, the perfect 
sound track for an enchanting evening. We sit in silence, 
absorbed by the light and sound show. It would be 
possible to climb the high rise in a day, but as I watch 
colour flow, smudge then fade across the sky canvas 
above Mt Pembroke I can’t imagine why you would. 
Pavlo the lightest sleeper hears kiwi. As usual I sleep like 
a log and hear nothing, not even the inevitable snoring.

Bird song combined with the excitement of our 
impending ascent ensures we awaken as the first light 
returns, seeping between the ranges flanking our ridge. 
Solar powered and adrenalin fuelled I lead us through 
light dew coated bog and a packet of crunchy peanut 
butter coloured puddles. We use Dr Seuss branches to 
haul ourselves up cliffs festooned with dracaphyllum. 
The combination of a near vertical gradient and the 
slippery texture of the dead leaves strewn beneath our 
feet mean our boots surf the surface as if they’re roller 
skates. 

As we clear the bush line the gradient eases slightly, 
snow-grass takes a turn at trying to take our legs out 
from beneath our feet.  It seems strangely quiet till I 
realise we’re so far above the boats and aircraft we can’t 
hear them. We’re treated to occasional audiences with 
elegant rock wren. Resplendent in vibrant green they 
offer a scrambling master class, hopping with grace and 
delicate precision between boulders. White and yellow 
alpine flowers decorate our path as snow-grass concedes 
to a rocky ridge line and Pavlo switches from tramping 
boots to trainers.

The south-east ridge of the high-rise is not a difficult 
climb, but it is exposed and my research revealed that 
the price of falling is a dramatically shortened life 
expectancy. I slow to a steady rhythm following a faint 
foot trail, ticking off the occasional cairn. “Stay on the 
ridge. Pick the safest approach. Don’t fall off”.  To our 
left, Sinbad Gully’s impressive glaciated cliffs shine in 
the sunlight. On the right, hundreds of meters below, the 
arms of the fiords resemble snake shaped mill ponds. As 
the ridge steepens I establish a practice of scouting ahead 
to identify the best route through the maze of rocks 
before backtracking till I have line of sight to Pavlo and 
DJ. Communication, always economical is reduced to an 
abbreviated semaphore.

Absorbed in a dance of point and beckon we arrive 
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at point 1302 colloquially referred to as “the notch”. 
While we restock with food and water I ponder the fear 
to anticipation ratio. Before us lies the exposed crux. A 
steep up and down where two ridges intersect. This is 
where some parties opt to retreat while others pull out a 
rope. We put on our harnesses; our helmets are already 
in place. We are wondering about Pavlo. So far he has 
climbed with relish displaying impressive grit, good 
humour and care. We don’t yet know him well enough 
to be confident he will be okay and he lacks sufficient 
experience to make a robust self-assessment. As a further 
precaution we drop his pack. I promise he can share my 
water.

DJ, the designated canary descends and beckons us 
to follow. For us, in these conditions the route is fine 
for soloing. As is often the case, viewed from above, 
the foreshortened appearance of the descent is at odds 
with reality. At the spot where the notch bottoms out 
we survey the 80 m climb to the summit ridge. Mindful 
of consequences we’re considering ease of down 
climbing on return. Our ascent is methodical we’ve been 
scrambling for a couple of hours now and the activity 

has assumed a meditative quality that complements the 
sense of order inspired by the scenery. With each step I 
feel more confident we will get to the top.

Anticipation builds with each false summit. We pass 
key-hole features; spots where glaciation and subsequent 
erosion have left rock piles with holes in the middle like 
abandoned renovation projects. The holes are small 
windows to the valley floor hundreds of meters below. 
A few minutes later I realise the reason I can no longer 
see the ridge above me is because we’ve reached the top.

A contagious smile transforms Pavlo’s normally stern 
face. ‘Ukrainian first ascent’! Climbing Mitre Peak, a 
kiwi icon represents a collective dream no postcard or 
scenic flight could satisfy. We all laugh, happy that our 
shared adventure has gifted us so many memories and 
strengthened our bond. Like tree rings marking fresh 
growth each visit with these landscapes builds on the 
experience of the previous visit adding a richness and 
depth. Each climb is rendered ever more precious by the 
awareness that this could be our last.  As Amie Dillard 
put it, ‘We are here on the planet only once, and might as 
well get a feel for the place.’ 
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CHAMBERLAIN CREEK
A boys’ own adventure

by MARIE HENDERSEN

I saw the trip on the planning schedule and asked David 
about it being generally curious about any Tararua 

epic close to the wilder side of things. This revealed it 
was a trip David was really keen to do. My advice was 
therefore stick to the ‘A-team’ folk to be sure it’d get done 
and avoid people such as me who would be baggage. I 
knew I had no chance to do such a trip myself without 
guys like David to show the way, but why should I limit 
their opportunities at the same time? But David thought 
I should come along and so as has happened before I 
found myself off on a trip I’d never thought I’d get to do.

After a night in Herapai Hut we took off the next 
morning to the East-West Peak saddle where the descent 
to Chamberlain Creek begins. Mike found a very good 
route down in to the start of the creek. Tony had a bad 
start after taking on the leatherwood and rocks and 
coming off second best, but we patched him up and soon 
got to the first abseil. Not a big one at all but nonetheless 
time to gear up before going past the point of no return. It 
was all fun and excited anticipation as the real adventure 
was about to start. We all knew, although no-one was 
worried about it, that we’d be committed from this point 
now to continue through to the end.

The second abseil was a magical descent through a 
waterfall and moss garden in to a waist deep pool. And 
then the fourth in to a chasm like chamber with a swim 
at the bottom. The travel between was standard creek 
bouldering travel but somehow it also had a sense of 
being in a wild place. I was so busy trying to not be too 
bad in the ‘baggage’ department, I only had a secondary 
sense of the beauty of the place I was travelling through. 
I had to do my best to not cause delay and so no time to 
pause and reflect. The boys all seemed to be having a 
marvelous time travelling down the creek and solving 
the abseil problems as we came across them and doing 
‘bombs’ in to the bigger pools. It felt like I was in a ‘boys’ 
own adventure’, but in the very best sense. I recall one 
place where the guys all jumped and I couldn’t face that 
and so they set up the rope for me without any eye rolling 
at all. While I was abseiling down, Mike climbed back 
up to take in another jump. It was all very entertaining.

When we got to the end of the creek and start of the 
river, Tony suggested camping out as I think he could see 
how tired I was getting. But we were all keen to go on to 
Roaring Stag hut as we knew it should be okay as long 
as we got past the swims in the river before dark. That 
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was no problem at all and I was last to stagger in to the 
hut just a bit after dark. It was good to get to the hut as it 
made drying things out easy.

Thanks to David for all the trip logistics especially 
around the rope techniques and the guys for being great 
fun and for the patience shown to me. 
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...Shute took the lead. He too had been up all night, helping Jungle to 
finish his map. Jungle had complained of fatigue in the morning and had 
drunk the spirit out of his compass. As a result he had become slightly 
tipsy and had developed a tendency to face north, which caused him to 
walk sideways when going east or west and fall over backwards when 
going south. Because the track twisted in all directions his movements 
became remarkable...

From ‘The Ascent of Rumdoodle’ by W. E. Bowman 
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I debated for a long time whether to actually write 
this article. I was embarrassed at first about what 

had happened; but then a couple of very wise friends 
pointed out to me that I had absolutely nothing to be 
embarrassed about and what happened is not in any 
part a reflection on my ability as a trail runner. These 
friends reminded me that anyone can have a fall and 
the bad luck (and it is just luck) is how you land—and in my case luck just did not swing in my favour. I hope that 
by sharing my story it will show just how important it is for us trail runners to be well prepared every time we hit 
the trails, even if it’s a trail we run routinely as you just never know when something can happen to you or a friend. 

In January Sharron and I were completing a trail running holiday. We have done a number of these multi-day 
adventures as well as undertaking shared day runs on remote trails many times. We decided that this summer we’d 
head down to the West Coast Region and run the Abel Tasman Coastal, Heaphy and Oparara Basin/Fenian Caves 
tracks. These runs were all pretty epic but those are another story.

On the fifth day of our trail running holiday we headed out to Seddonville to begin what we expected to be the 
highlight of our holiday, the Old Ghost Road Trail that officially opened in December 2015. Our plan was to split the 
run into two stretches and overnight at Stern Valley Hut then run to the finish at Lyell the next day.

After continuous hot, fine weather the weather gods had a change in store for us. We left Seddonville in torrential 
rain, or “droplets of sunshine”, as our bus driver creatively termed it when he dropped us off in the middle of nowhere. 
Despite the heavy rain, nothing could dampen our spirits. It was an absolutely beautiful trail—well graded, lush bush 
and amazing views into the Mokihinui River gorge below. We also seemed to have the trail entirely to ourselves as 
we hadn’t seen a soul all day.

Nearing the end of the running day we completed the climb up to ‘Solemn Saddle’ and to the ‘Boneyard’ where 
we got rewarded with a nice descent with plenty of fun switchbacks to take us into Earnest Valley. Just through the 
rainy mist we could make out the twin lakes, Lake Cheerful and Lake Grim.  

It was not far off the sign indicating Lake Cheerful that our trail running holiday started to get a bit more drama 
laden than we expected. While running down the track to Lake Cheerful I suddenly found myself flying through the 
air after my foot got caught under one of the rocks on the track. Unfortunately being a bit of an overachiever, I nailed 
my accuracy and landed pretty heavily on some sharp rocks, knee first, while one of my hands made a valiant but 
unsuccessful attempt to break my fall. Trying to shake off the shock from the fall I got up thinking I would continue 
to the hut which I knew wasn’t far away, thinking of assessing the damage when I wasn’t getting pelted by rain but I 
quickly realised that wasn’t going to happen. On taking my first step I immediately felt searing pain in my left knee. 
Looking down I realised I had a very deep gash right across my kneecap. Blood was spilling everywhere. 

I experienced a surge of pain and with it feelings of panic and I collapsed back onto the trail, grabbing my first-aid 
kit from my bag, quickly applying some pressure to my bleeding knee with some gauze pads and a crepe bandage. 
By then I was shivering from both coldness and shock so I put on another merino layer. As I was applying some more 
bandages Sharron caught up with me. Sharron was very calm and offered reassurance and words of comfort before 
asking me whether I thought I would be able to get up and walk. We both knew Stern Valley hut was not far away and 
that getting to shelter was important. I felt I could move on the leg once I had gotten my knee firmly bandaged up. We 
then started the painful and slow slog to the hut to get warm and into dry clothes so we could reassess the situation. 

We are both experienced trampers and mountain runners who have had injuries before so we were aware that 
initially the injured person experiences an adrenaline surge which we felt we could utilise to get me to the hut. I 
managed to painfully hobble along trying to avoid bending my knee at all costs; and with my balance thrown off 
centre by trying to compensate with my other leg I nearly fell a few more times. While I thought I was going along 
at quite a good pace I was in fact moving along at a snail’s pace and I suspected Sharron was rapidly cooling down. 
These considerations really helped motivate me to get to the hut to keep us both safe. 

TAMED BY THE GHOST
A scary story with a happy ending
by SARAH FISHER with SHARRON CAME

Photo: Nelson Marlborough Rescue Helicopter 
Trust
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I have never been so glad to see a hut.  After getting into some 
dry clothes I got my first-aid kit out along with the kit that was 
helpfully kept in all the Old Ghost Road huts. My knee was full 
of the gravel from the track (trying to take home a few souvenirs 
clearly!) but I cleaned it out as best as could with some saline. I 
knew it would need a proper washout at a medical centre as a lot 
of gravel was embedded pretty deeply and that the wound would 
need stitches. I also knew there would be a high risk of infection 
since the wound was so dirty and close to the bone.

After cleaning and dressing the wound as best I could we 
both ate some food and had another discussion about our options. 
We were carrying a personal locator beacon and we considered 
whether we should activate it or not. While my injury wasn’t life-

threatening, my ability to walk on the injured leg was very limited. We had plenty of clothing, gear including first aid, 
sleeping bags and extra food so we were not in any immediate danger. We decided we would sleep on the matter and 
make a decision in the morning. This would give us a chance to rest and see how the injury was after another 12 hours. 
We were also aware that even if we set off the beacon at night no rescue was likely to be commenced until daylight. 
At this stage I was thinking that with some pain killers and my knee bandaged up I may still be able to hobble out the 
last 45 km really slowly. We knew there was cellphone reception along the track at various high points from Ghost 
Lake Hut so we could re-arrange transport if necessary and we had enough supplies to last us an extra day or so. 

I didn’t get much sleep that night as pain was my constant companion. By the time morning rolled around my 
knee had swollen up so that moving was both extremely difficult and painful. While I wanted to walk out under my 
own steam, I realised that the right decision, to keep us both safe, may involve getting some help because even if by 
some miracle I did manage to hobble the 45 km in either direction to the end of the trail, it was a pretty large distance 
to cover on an injury and the huts weren’t particularly close together. Choosing to continue could get us into a more 
risky situation and I was also worried about doing more damage to my knee. Sometimes our pride can be our own 
worst enemy. I think trampers and trail runners are a very driven and self-sufficient 
bunch of people so sometimes it can be difficult to realise that we may need to ensure 
we don’t let our pride and determination to reach our goals take priority over our own 
personal safety and that of others in our group. There is absolutely nothing wrong 
with getting help and it was something that I had to be very aware of that day—not 
letting my pride and determination get in the way of common sense. I was desperate 
to complete the entire Old Ghost Road Trail as I had been looking forward to the trip 
for months but at what cost?

The advice that NZ Search and Rescue give is that if you are unsure about when to 
activate a beacon, it’s better to activate and get help rather than wait until a situation 
has deteriorated and it’s too late. We knew that Search and Rescue may take a while 
to get to us as the cloud cover was low and the weather generally unsettled so flying 
conditions were far from ideal. We were also aware that the forecast was not due 
to improve over the next few days so waiting out the weather before activating the 
beacon wasn’t much of an option either. We knew that our beacon would give our 
GPS location as Stern Valley Hut so Search and Rescue would know that we had 
shelter which would be an important consideration in their decision making. We had 
also left our trip intentions with our emergency contacts—these people were also the registered emergency contacts 
for the personal locator beacon so they could pass onto Search and Rescue our intentions and that we were well 
prepared in terms of gear. Decision made, Sharron activated our distress beacon outside the hut just after 7 am. 

Then we settled down to wait. Sharron managed to read the Old Ghost Road story in the trail book left in the 
hut and I had my Kindle to provide some sort of distraction. We also took the opportunity to pack up our gear. 
Approximately 2 hours after activating the PLB the Nelson Marlborough Rescue Helicopter Trust Crew arrived in 
the form of Barry, Carl and Carlton. Paramedic Carlton quickly ascertained what the injury was and asked if I was 
OK to get straight into the helicopter as they had a small window in the weather to fly out in. They were a wonderful 
team—very professional and great humour. Carlton was also a trail runner and had completed Tarawera 100 a few 
years prior so there was some good trail talk while he assessed me. They joked they would drop me off along one of 
the ridges so I could just run to the hospital instead! That offer was so very enticing!
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In the poor weather conditions we were flown straight to Nelson Hospital and I was in the Emergency Department 
for about 5 hours while the medical team patched me up. The medical team were particularly worried about how dirty 
the wound was and how deep it was, knowing that it had probably closed up a bit overnight. After completing an 
X-ray to see how deeply the gravel was embedded they decided that a wash-out of my knee under general anaesthetic 
probably wasn’t necessary as long as I was extremely vigilant for signs of infection. After some local anaesthetic 

my knee was cleaned and stitched back up. I was then given 
crutches and a Scott knee brace to prevent me from bending my 
knee. I was pretty gutted as not only did I miss the best bit of the 
Old Ghost Road Trail, I was also told that running the Hillary 
80 km Race at the end of month would very likely be off the 
cards for me. It looked like I wouldn’t be running or walking 
anywhere for a while. For a simple trip it had all become a bit 
more serious.

After the pain had settled down and I had adapted to using 
the crutches to walk, I began to reflect back on the experience. 
I stand by our decision to activate the distress beacon as I 
know I could not have safely walked out and my injury was 
more serious than I initially realised and I would have caused 
a lot more damage to myself. I was so glad we were both well 

prepared in terms of gear, including first-aid supplies; and having a reliable form of emergency communication. 
Without these, we would have had a very different outcome.

What I would love for people to learn from this trail adventure is the importance of always being prepared, 
whether you are running on one of your regular training haunts or something further away from home. Something 
that you consider to be a nice and easy run can suddenly turn into an adventure far more epic than you ever intended 
so never ever skimp on that vital gear, including first aid kit and a form of emergency communication like a personal 
locator beacon. None of us go out there with the intention of getting hurt and an injury/medical emergency can 
happen anywhere, even on the trails you run everyday. My fall on a well graded trail proves that. You have to plan for 
the worst and understand that things can get bad pretty quickly.  

A key learning point from this is the importance of having a reliable source of emergency communication, like 
a personal locator beacon. These are very light and are your best friend in an emergency. One point I would make 
here is to be sure that you read all the instruction on your distress beacon before you are likely to need it and ensure 
you understand them. We had never operated a distress beacon before despite carrying one on tramping, running and 
climbing trips for years, and in a stressful situation following simple instructions can become much more difficult. 

I have now been on both ends of a PLB activation—one activating a beacon after an injury and the other (as Club 
“Emergency Contact”) receiving the call from Rescue Coordination Centre after one of the tramping club’s PLBs was 
activated last year. I can say both situations were pretty stressful but being prepared made both manageable. While 
acting as the Club “Emergency Contact” I could quickly e-mail the group’s intentions 
when the Rescue Coordination Centre called. The Rescue Centre Coordination Staff 
were very impressed with the club’s detailed intentions form and the fact that they 
could get hold of someone straight away who could supply the important details. 

To our club trip leaders, I think this is a good reminder about the importance of 
filling out the intentions form fully—this includes the medical conditions of punters 
and their emergency contacts. It makes the job of the “Emergency Contact” person 
so much easier and is vital to the role of search and rescue so they can better prepare 
the rescue team. The other key learning point that Sharron and I gained from this 
experience is to share your story so that other people can learn from it. 

It took over two months for my knee to come right and with a lot of determination 
I managed to slowly run the Hillary Race at the end of February. I am forever thankful 
to the Nelson Marlborough Rescue Helicopter Trust crew as without the team that 
helped me that day it would have been a much slower journey to recovery and 
possibly a more serious outcome. 
 While I may have been tamed by the Ghost in January I will definitely be back later 
this year to tame the ghost of Lake Cheerful that mysteriously took on the character 
of Lake Grim that day in January, and will finally complete the Old Ghost Road Trail.
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RAKIURA TREASURE HUNT
Along the Tin Range

by DEBBIE BUCK
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I sat on the Bluff jetty watching the white caps as some 
very green and wobbly-legged passengers stumbled off 

the incoming boat from Stewart Island. One particularly 
shaken lady was kind enough to warn me about the 
2 metre swell and gave me the hot tip that the back of 
the boat was the most stable place. Two hours later, a 
pale shade of green and wobbly-legged me stumbled 
onto the wharf at Rakiura/Stewart Island. The 40 school 
kids that minutes before had been vomiting wrecks 
were scampering round like over-excited puppies.

The next morning’s water taxi ride to Freshwater 
Landing was serene and shared with two hardy-looking 
locals. My big pack was fully loaded with ten days of 
stuff for an anticlockwise Southern Circuit and Tin Range 
treasure-hunting (i.e., kiwi sighting) adventure.  It got 
some questioning from the locals. Their reaction when 
I mentioned my Tin Range plans was a bit disturbing—
kind of like I’d said I was crossing the Sahara in summer, 
stark naked with no water. 
Freshwater landing to Masons Bay

So I made sure I walked extra fast all the way to 
Masons Bay to avoid their local knowledge that might 
scare me off my plans and so they didn’t see me struggling 
through the mud with my overladen pack. Fortunately, 
this bit of the Southern Circuit was a superhighway, 
having previously been the ‘road’ to the former sheep 
station at Masons Bay. I sauntered along through tame 
muddy patches surrounded by lots of dense manuka bush, 
gurgling tea-coloured streams, a long boardwalk through 
wetland marsh with silvery shimmering rainbow water 
and sighting a furtive whitetail deer bouncing away into 
the manuka.  I adjusted to the sea level altitude and the 
Stewart Island vegetation—a bit of a change from the 
previous week tramping in Aspiring NP.

I also adjusted to sharing a big newish hut with 10 
other people, including the two hardy locals and another 
mysterious local. The two hardy locals were going 
to hang out at Masons Bay hut for the next week or 
so—which seemed a bit odd to me especially as they 
didn’t have any guns so weren’t there to hunt. Perhaps 
the fishing was good.  The mysterious other local was 
heading further down the coast to hang out at another 
beach for a while. Perhaps this tramping through mud 
thing was just something the mainlanders/tourists did. 

After dehy dinner number 1, I headed down to 
the beach for some beachcombing and the sunset.  
Disappointed that the sunset didn’t show itself I headed 
back to the hut and along the track in the hope that a 
kiwi would show itself. None did. Oh well I had another 
8 nights and 9 days of kiwi sighting opportunities.
Masons Bay – Doughboy Bay

On day 2, I had a full tramping day to Doughboy Bay 
Hut. I started heading south along the long Masons Bay 
beach, into a blustery southwester that gave my right 

cheek its best exfoliation since the Kahurangi tops in 
cyclone Winston a couple of weeks earlier. After an hour 
or so of cheek cleaning, I stopped for a short detour to the 
Cavalier hunters hut near the end of the beach to have a 
pack-lightening snack break. 

Then it was onwards and inwards from the beach 
to climb Adams Hill (401 m). On the map it was only 
6 km to the top and looked reasonably direct. But the 
track twisted and turned and went up and down, taking 
a rambling route through manuka and then rimu forest. 
Once I figured out this was not a Tararuaesque gut-buster 
ascent direct to the heavens, I was able to go with the 
flow and enjoy the meandering beauty and silence of the 
rimu forest.  Apart from the mysterious lone local who 
had passed me near the hunters hut I was the only person 
heading this way. It felt remote and wild.  But not wild 
enough for a kiwi to appear  even when I stopped quietly 
for lunch. 

After lunch it wasn’t too far before I was on the 
tops at 400 m, with views, brooding sky, wind and mud 
(glorious mud). This was where Stewart Island lived up to 
its reputation. The Adams Hill plateau was a succession 
of bogholes, which I gingerly waded through (when I 
felt guilty about destroying fragile tops heath) or skirted 
around (when I was feeling fed up with mud bashing). In 
between the viscous mud I gazed in all directions soaking 
in the views across the island and out to sea. Soon the 
track descended following a watercourse which meant 
the fluid, slippery mud was interspersed with slippery 
rocks and tree roots. It was slow going.  Near the bottom, 
the track passed through more delightful rimu forest and 
became more pleasant. After a short section following a 
stream and manuka forest, I emerged on Doughboy Bay 
beach. A sculpture made of waste plastic that had washed 
ashore marked the short track to Doughboy Bay hut. A 
resident hunter had the fire going in the hut so it was 
cosy. 

The mysterious local was foraging along the beach 
until the rain started. Over a cuppa I tried to find out from 
him why the Rakiura locals were so keen on hanging out 
on the exposed westerly beaches. The answer of fresh 
air and remoteness seemed reasonable but incomplete. 
He asked about my plan—and while his response was 
reassuring I got a hint that he thought I was a bit crazy to 
be heading to Tin Range. Oh well. After dinner the rain 
stopped so I went for a stroll on the beach to look for 
semi-buried whale bones and enjoyed a colourful sunset 
over the headland. But no kiwi appeared.
Doughboy Bay to Rakeahua hut and hut day

Today’s warm-up was a short walk along the beach 
before I started climbing the 411 m to Doughboy Hill. 
After a rather direct ascent I was rewarded with sublime 
views, elementally fresh wind and a few showers and 
more manageable mud. Today’s plateau continued for 
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a couple of kilometres before it gently wound its way 
down to meet the Rakeahua River. Because it was a 
chilly day I resisted the temptation to have a quick dip 
in a deep pool. Instead, I followed the pleasant and easy 
track through rimu forest alongside the river for the next 
seven kilometres. After crossing on a sturdy bridge, the 
last 45 minutes of track to Rakeahua Hut was a mudfest. 
Of course I couldn’t leave a Rakiura tramp without 
memorable mud immersion—so I succumbed to the 
inevitable and sunk thigh deep into a mud pond, with a 
saving lunge to the soft bank to extract myself. 

I arrived at the empty hut and washed myself down 
before I entered. This cosy 6 bunker was a 1960s style 
so I felt that I was back in a real hut. Though it was a bit 
of a shame that someone had removed all the interesting 
and useful stuff that is sometimes left in huts. I was 
particularly disappointed that there were no tasty morsels 
like cans of tuna. Perhaps, after 20 days of tramping, I 
was a bit over my repetitive rations.  

On day 4 I woke up to the forecast cold front—with 
swaying manuka, frequent downpours and a biting wind 
even at sea level, I decided to stick to my original plan 
of sitting this front out at Rakeahua Hut. In amongst the 
hut literature I found a NZ Tramper description of the 
Tin Range route—it sounded gnarly and dangerous. In 
late afternoon, another tramper arrived, looking muddy 
and windblown. He’d had a strong tailwind for his 
jaunt across from Doughboy Bay, where the storm had 
apparently been more ferocious.
Rakeahua hut to Tin Range campsite

The weather abated overnight so on day 5 I set off 
early, backtracking through the mud for 45 minutes. 
When I got just past the bridge to the ‘Unmaintained 
Track’ sign, I turned off into the bush and the adventure 
began. I followed a reasonably clear foot trail that 
gradually climbed through open forest along a rambling 
spur. After about 2 hours, I hit the first bit of scrub and 
stream crossings. For another hour or so the foot trail 
became more vague and scrubby as I followed the small 
stream gradually up, sometimes walking in the narrow 
streambed in order to stay underneath the leatherwood 
arch that grew across the stream from each bank. 

Around midday I emerged in the open near pt 579, 
relieved to leave the scrub behind. From here, following 
weatherbeaten stakes/ marker poles, it was swift travel 
on the tops to Table Hill, 716 m, arriving about 1 pm. 
There was a lingering strong southerly wind so I rugged 
up in another layer with full waterproofs and over-gloves 
to have a quick lunch. The views were pretty stunning 
as I looked over to the South West Arm, which has 
Rakeahua Hut at its head. I then headed into the wind, 
descending 200 m on spongy alpine plants to a saddle 
and then climbing 200 m on spongy plants to Blaikies 
Hill  703 m. Here I saw some furtive dotterels, so I stayed 

well clear of them. The marker poles ended here. It felt 
amazingly elemental, being in this alpine environment 
at around 600-700 m, with sea views. In all directions 
was an amazing vista of alpine tops, descending into 
forbidding scrubby spurs and valleys. 

The alpine sponginess was great for descending 
because it gave extra momentum to each step, but on 
the ascents it seemed that to have the opposite effect, 
absorbing any upward momentum. From Blaikies Hill 
I headed SSW, following the ‘unofficial’ route, marked 
intermittently by leatherwood twigs and small oblong 
obelisks of granite—far more intriguing than orange 
triangles. It felt like I was on a treasure hunt. Travel was 
a mix of losing and finding the markers and just using 
intuition and a compass to follow the undulating terrain, 
contouring round and then descending through scrubby 
sections—the threat of being lost in leatherwood kept 
me focussed on following the faint route through these 
sections. 

Around 4:30 I decided to head off the route to look 
for a campsite further west—for some reason I thought 
the headwaters of Kopeka River, to the east of point 731, 
looked promising and might be the campsite that several 
sources had referred to (but not pinpointed on a map 
with grid references). So I blundered around in alpine 
bog and scrub and walked up on the true left of the river 
looking for a sheltered and unboggy campsite, without 

any luck. At some point in this rambling, probably just 
before I avoided the temptation to go up to pt 731 and 
then along the ridge to Mt Allen, I had the revelation that 
the campsite was probably on the route and not a detour. 
So I rambled back towards the knoll south of Blaikies 
Hill to get back on the route, cursing myself for losing an 
hour.  At 5:40 pm and just shy of pt 526, after 10 hours 
of walking, I spied a flattish, sheltered and not too boggy 
patch for camping. I set up camp and was in bed before 
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dark. Partway through the night I got up and went to gaze 
at the sky and listen for kiwi. 
Tin Range campsite to Port Pegasus

Day 6 dawned with a brilliant sunrise that tinted the 
hillsides orange. It felt amazing camped at the bottom 
of NZ. I set off at 7:50 am and was soon navigating my 
descent through some leatherwood bands to the Kopeka 
River. Sure enough, I found an idyllic campsite with 
enough flat and sandy space for two tents. I crossed 
the river just above the 400 m contour and headed up 
the broad spur to pt 605. I sauntered along the granity 
range, contouring around below and east of Mount 
Allen until I arrived at Mt Allen tarn. Here there were 
smaller campsites at both ends, though probably prone to 
inundation in heavy rain. It was sunny with a light wind 
so the day had quite a different mood to it. 

From here I was on the fairly well defined Tin Range. 
I felt I was getting closer to spotting kiwi—I came across 
some huge footprints in the mud. I headed on to the base 
of Granite Knob where I got lost in the leatherwood. So 
after some leatherwood climbing to extract myself I was 
at the base of a scramble to the top of Granite Knob. 
Up I went to get clear of the scrub. This was definitely 
worth it—I was now following a series of rounded hills 
topped with granite slabs, interspersed with some low 
plants, all the way to pt 637. Needless to say, the views 
were incredible and I could see Gog and Magog far to 

the south. The Tin Range stretched out before me and 
again I sauntered in the sun through spongy alpine plants 
to pt 559. Here there were two marker poles, which were 
the signal to leave the range and descend due west to 
the head of McArthurs Creek. When I reached the creek, 
I followed a well-defined route south—the Surveyors 
track. I was now in the territory of the Pegasus Tin 

Mining.  The route weaved in and out of manuka bush 
and arrived at a dam wall. From here the route became 
more of a trail, and soon I was on the old tramway that 
took me to the Diprose Bay/ North Arm junction. I took 
the North Arm route, and followed the well-worn historic 
track for the next 1½ hours to arrive at Port Pegasus at 
4:10 pm.  This was the best bit of track I encountered on 
Rakiura! I spooked a white tail deer—we stared at each 
other for about 10 seconds.

At Port Pegasus, there was very little to show of the 
former tin works—just some old bricks that may have 
been a fireplace and some hint of excavations. The 
access to the harbour was down a chute with a bit of a 
step at the end. Across the bay at a flat site that was the 
old freezer works, I could see and hear a lot of people 
and boats and then a helicopter arrived. It seemed a bit 
incongruous to have all the commotion after two days 
and about 30 km along the range to a spot that otherwise 
felt remote. Anyway, by 5 pm, all the people and their 
machines had gone.  I set up camp and wandered back up 
a small inlet to find freshwater. Once the tide was lower, 
I clambered down onto a rock and swam in the bay—the 
southernmost spot of the world that I had been to. As the 
twilight faded I went to bed, content and happy that I’d 
tramped along the Tin Range. But still wanting to see the 
elusive kiwi.
Day 7 Port Pegasus to Kopeka River campsite

I left Port Pegasus at 6:55 am, just before sunrise, and 
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wandered back up the track and up onto the Tin Range 
again. Today the range was overcast and by the time I got 
near pt 637, the low cloud was drifting across, creating an 
eerie mood, different to the previous two days. This time 
I found the route that sidled low around the west side of 
point 637, weaving its way among the leatherwood flanks 
of the range all the way to the saddle just north of Granite 
Knob. I even saw some monster size kiwi footprints in 
the mud, looking at them closely as if that would conjure 
up a kiwi.  By the time I arrived at Mt Allen tarn, it had 
warmed up enough for me to contemplate a swim—alas 
the tarn was only knee deep. So instead I had some tarn 
side lunch with sun  then pushed onwards to the Kopeka 
river campsite, arriving at 2:45 pm. I spent the afternoon 
having a (soap-less) wash in the refreshing river—almost 
removing the smell of 7 day old polypro (perhaps the 
polypro smell was scaring the kiwi?), and lazing in the 
sun until it was time to rehydrate dinner and go to bed. 
Day 8 Kopeka River to Rakeahua hut

After a little rain overnight, I set off at 7:45 am, 
hoping the weather would stay fine for the day. As I 
meandered and climbed to Table Hill, it was quite windy 
and cloudy but manageable for tramping. I thought about 
the entry I had read in the Rakeahua Hut book, of a party 
that had to stay camped precariously on the range for two 
days because the conditions were too windy and cold to 
tramp. I was relieved to get back into the scrub, but only 
stayed relieved for a bit. I ducked and weaved, again 
following the watercourses fringed by leatherwood. 

It was about midday when, standing on one bank 
of a stream. I looked across to the other bank and there 
was the back of a kiwi—basketball size with greyish 
brown spiky-looking feathers. It turned 45 degrees for 
a moment and then shuffled on, seemingly oblivious 
to the excited human on the other side of the ditch. I 

hurried across the stream and looked around but it had 
disappeared.  I felt awed and amazed. After all this time 
living in New Zealand, I had finally seen a treasured kiwi 
in the bush. With a smile and a sense of wonderment, 
I followed the route out and back to the main southern 
circuit track. Well the Tin Range hadn’t been too gnarly 
and dangerous after all. 

When I arrived at Rakeahua Hut at 4 pm, there were 
two DoC workers and an Australian tramper, Richard. 
Richard, who had come across from Doughboy Bay, 
greeted me with ‘so you’re the woman from Tin Range’. 
Obviously word gets around on Rakiura.

It was a very social night in the hut and the DoC 
Ranger solved the enigma of the activities of the 
mysterious locals. Whereas trampers come to Rakiura 
in search of mud and kiwi, the locals I had met were 
stationing themselves on the western beaches to look for 
ambergris after the front of Day 4. Apparently ambergris 
is a substance that comes from ‘whale vomit’ and is 
almost as elusive as kiwi—it is expelled by whales, floats 
around in the ocean, sometimes for years, and eventually 
it  gets washed up on the Rakiura western beaches (and 
other places too) after big south westerlies. It is a highly 
valued ingredient in high-end perfumes. Damn—I’d 
missed the opportunity to finish my retirement savings 
and start drawing on them. Oh well, I was thrilled with 
seeing the treasured kiwi.
Day 9 Rakeahua Hut to Freds Camp hut

After early starts on other mornings it was luxurious 
to have an enforced sleep in and late start. The track 
followed the South West Arm, all the way to where it 
met Paterson Inlet. It had a low-lying section that was 
best walked at low tide, which was around 2:10 pm. I set 
off at 10:30, with the first two hours of manuka forested 
track being pretty boggy. As it transitioned to rimu 
forest, the mud decreased. Around 1:10, I tried to take a 
shortcut across the mud flats, but the tide hadn’t left for 
long enough and the mud was still too sticky. So I was 
back on the track until 2:10. Now the mud flats were OK 
for walking—I scooted along, cutting across the mouth 
of small bays, sometimes disturbing birds, crunching 
over mussels that sometimes covered all the mud. After 
a while, I ran out of mud, so decided to scramble on the 
rocks instead of getting on the track. This worked for a 
bit, until I was running out of rocky shore. So, I picked 
some mussels to carry and scrambled back up to the track 
meandering through some pleasant rimu forest.  At 3:30 I 
arrived at Freds Camp Hut. I spent the afternoon relaxing 
in the sun on the jetty, feasting on mussels, and chatting 
to Richard. I was catching a morning water taxi to Oban, 
so this was my last Rakiura tramping night—it was crisp 
and calm with a starry sky. I fell asleep to the sound of 
the lapping tide—and maybe a kiwi calling.  
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SYME HUT
Our first NZ alpine tramp

by PATRIK GUASTAFSSON AND LETTIE ROACH
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In other countries, a tramp has quite a different meaning. 
A word loaded with negativity. But undeterred, we 

signed up for the WTMC mere days after stepping off the 
plane from Europe, and discovered a whole new world 
of adventure. The word, once derogatory, now brings 
to mind sunshine, sweaty socks and stripey long johns.

We decided to ramp up to the next level by signing 
up to Snowcraft. The two instruction weekends, though 
limited by severe winds and thick north-easterlies, gave 
us some basic snow skills—big thanks to the volunteer 
instructors and our fellow students for the good times.  
As recent graduates, after a thorough background check, 
we were granted alpine clearance for a trip at the end of 
August by leader Debbie. We were heading to Taranaki, 
NZ’s deadliest mountain.

It’s deadly because it looks so easy, and it did look 
easy under the dawn light early on the Saturday morning. 
We climbed out of the bush and started the slog uphill 
in soft snow. With crampons and full packs on, we 
zigzagged up to 1900 m. We had started off in bright 
sunshine but swirling cloud moved in, temporarily hiding 
the hut we were looking for. But the clouds parted again 
and revealed The Fridge (aka Syme Hut), encrusted with 
icicles and frozen shut. Some nifty axe-work broke us in. 

The summit beckoned under clear skies, so we 
continued onwards and upwards after lunch. The slope 
got steeper, providing even more of a work-out for our 
calves. The summit, when we could see it between the 
clouds that were coming in, looked so near and yet so 
far. The going was tough, the tough continued going 
for a while but with decreasing optimism of reaching 
the summit. The cloud got thicker and appeared to be 
settling, leaving no chance for the icy snow to soften. A 
group decision was made to turn back at approx. 2,300 m. 
Henry said a prayer to the mountain and the mountain 
apparently answered—the clouds parted momentarily to 
give us one last glimpse before we turned back down. 

Going down was quick and we settled down for a 
sedate afternoon in the Fridge and somewhat unbelievably 
managed to stay up past 8 pm. The clouds disappeared 
when night fell, the moon lighting up the summit again. 
Sunrise at 7 am the next morning was spectacular. We all 
felt very lucky to be out enjoying it.

We claimed the summit of Fanthams Peak a short 
distance away before heading back down to the car 
park, enjoying some great views in the morning light. 
Conditions looked perfect for a second bash at the 
summit of Taranaki, but unfortunately we had to head 
back to Wellington—another time.

 Having learnt some of the peculiarities of weather 
out here in the middle of the Southern Ocean, understood 
the benefits of caution in the mountains and even adopted 
the standard Kiwi tramping attire of shorts, bare legs and 
gaiters, we’re looking forward to our next adventure.
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UWERAU
Second time lucky

by FIONA ELLIOT

The original plan for the 3-day weekend was to climb 
Manakau, the highest peak in the Seaward Kaikoura 

Range. But this would require us camping at 1,900 m 
on Friday night in order to give us enough time to make 
the summit on Saturday. The poor weather forecast the 
Wednesday before our trip made it easy enough for me 
to convince the others, Jessie and Martin, that Manakau’s 
little sister Uwerau, at 2,213 m would also be a worthy 
climb, and we would have the benefit of a warm dry 
hut from which we’d attempt a direct ascent in one day. 

I’d attempted Uwerau two years previously on a trip 
led by Tony Gazley and hadn’t forgotten the seven or 
so hours we spent bush bashing up a steep gradient to 
get past the tree line. But following that there was an 
enjoyable climb with great views—when the clouds 
allowed—although we were forced to turn around 
because of lateness and didn’t make it to the top. I also 
recalled our descent route managed to link up a series 
of animal tracks that allowed us to cut through a punga 
forest before hitting the track running between Hapuku 
Hut and Kowhai Saddle. I was interested in making life 
as easy as easy as possible this time and finding this same 

line for our ascent. 
Thursday evening was spent at the DOC campsite 

in Puhi Puhi Valley a 10 min drive from the highway 
and all-round pleasant spot beneath the totara trees. The 
rain we were expecting late that night and carrying on 
through the morning never came, in fact the rain didn’t 
turn up until Sunday morning when we were heading 
back to the car. The Southern Alps can come in handy 
when you’re to the east and there’s a big ol’ sou’wester 
roaring up the South Island. 

Friday morning we drove to Parsons Road near the 
Hapuku River mouth and had a quick chat with a hunter 
heading up to Barretts Biv—he was to be the only other 
person we came across that weekend. 

We wandered off at a leisurely pace having all day to 
complete the easy four hour route to Hapuku Hut. The 
first section of the route was mostly along the Hapuku 
River, broken up with shortcuts through the bush and 
several easy river crossings. An approximate halfway 
point, and natural sit down and have-a-snack spot, is 
marked by a 20 m waterfall. After this the track sidles 
along the river bank for 50 m before dropping back down 
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into a fairly gnarly looking gorge. Sedimentation lends 
a cloudy bluish-grey colour to the Hapuku River here 
making it difficult it gauge the depth. A few cautious 
steps in we realised it looked a lot more treacherous 
than it was and we happily waded across the slightly-
better-than-frigid water. From here the track veers into 
the bush cutting off a particularly bendy section of the 
river. Thirty minutes into the bush is a track junction 
marking the northern route up to Barretts Biv and to the 
west where the Kowhai/Hapuku track continued. From 
here the track was quite overgrown in places and easily 
lost, but we always had the option of boulder hopping up 
the river to the hut instead. 

We made it to the hut around 2 pm and had a long lazy 
lunch in the sun. We checked the hut book for any super-
secret backcountry advice on the Uwerau route but the 
most info we got was to continue up the track after the 
second side stream on the true left. I headed up there that 
afternoon to do some scouting, hoping to save us a bit 
of time the next morning. The track was in much better 
condition than the uphill side of the hut and steadily 
gained in attitude. I was surprised to see large amounts 
of snow settled on the ground, but looking closer it was 
actually hail that had been deposited in the open areas. 
After reaching the second stream I recognised the turn 
off point from my last trip here—and made a mental 
note to avoid that at all costs. Crossing the stream and 
heading another 200 m up the track I came to a spread of 
young punga trees—this is where we would turn off the 
next morning. 

We set off next day at 6:30 am and made our way 
through the punga forest and it was delightful and 

easy—but short-lived. The gradient quickly became 
steeper, and the bush thicker. We ploughed through on 
a north-western heading trying to stay on a subtle spur. 
Continuing uphill the spur becomes more pronounced 
and continues rising towards the north. Around 950 m 
the pig tracks leading up the spur became obvious, and 
much appreciated, and the remainder of the climb below 
the bush line was spent sticking to these as much as 
possible with bits of bush bashing thrown in when they 
briefly disappeared. 

We hit the bush line at about 10:30 and took in 
the panoramic views. We skirted some bluffy bits for 
a while trying to go in the general direction of uphill. 
Deep patches of recent snowfall had built up in the slips 
and we mostly travelled through these as it required less 
effort than walking over the alpine scrub, the particularly 
steep parts required the use of nearby flaxes and scrubs 
to haul ourselves up. There weren’t too many spaniards 
around but we still learnt rather quickly to look first and 
not just grab hold of any old plant. 

Once the alpine scrub gave way there was not so much 
snow, presumably having melted by the heat absorbed 
by the exposed rock. There were extended steep sections 
with little or no runout that we found quite unnerving—a 

Hapuku Gorge

Climbing through the scrub
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lack of snow and ice made the alpine section much more 
unstable than expected for this time of year and judging 
from the amount of snow we saw down by the river. The 
chossy, some call might ‘rotten’ rock, was constantly 
breaking off when used as a foot or hand hold, and calls 
of ‘rock!’ accompanied us up this section. 

At 1,800 m the spur levelled out for a small section 
where a couple of massive boulders sat. Another natural 
snacking spot. It was 11 am and we were happy with our 
progress so far and had the summit in our sights. 

After refuelling we continued onwards at a slightly 
lower gradient doing a mixture of rock scrambling and 
scree walking. The scree slopes were tough—under the 
thin dry scree surface was a soft wet muddy layer leading 
to the frustrating effect of sinking down a step for every 
two steps taken upwards. There was no avoiding this in 
some sections and it was just a matter of putting your 
head down and switch-backing your way up the slope. 

Around 2,000 m we put on crampons although 
the snow was slushy and thigh deep in places. The 
conditions probably didn’t demand the use of crampons 
but with the steep runoffs we were worried about icy 
bottom layers and figured crampons added an extra level 
of stability and safety. We continued up towards the 

summit, encountering several false summits on the way. 
Eventually we reached a low gradient ridge leading to 
a slight local maxima, the real summit. The views from 
here were of course awesome—the Kaikoura Coastline to 
the east and the Southern Alps to the west. Mt Manakau 
connects to the northern ridge line and towered above 
Urewau 400 m higher still. 

For the descent we managed to surf most of the way 
down the scree fields and had lunch at the boulder site. 
We took our last look of Mt Fyffe and the Kaikoura 
coastline before starting our bush bashing and rock 
hopping trip back the same way we had come up. We 
reached Hapuku Hut after about 10 hrs travelling to find 
we had it to ourselves again.  

Then we managed to hustle out on Sunday in time 
to catch the earlier ferry at 2 pm for the trip back to 
Wellington. 

Those on the trip were:
Jessie Go, 
Martin Sandwell, and
Fiona Elliot (leader).

On the summit of Uwerau
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YOU ARE GOING TO SIBERIA IN 
WINTER?

Ice skating on Lake Baikal
by KATJA REIDEL
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My skates are gliding over the ice of Lake Baikal. 
It is clear, dark, nearly black and criss-crossed 

by a spider web of white cracks. Every time I put my 
skates down I hear new cracks forming. It is like a 
whisper. I know that these are only hairline cracks, 
but sometimes there are loud bangs, like rifle shots 
or thunder. These are big cracks. The ice on the lake 
is working, it is alive and expands and contracts with 
temperature changes. The sound is unnerving, but 
I think I am safe. For three days now I have been on 
the lake covering between 20 and 40 km each day.

The journey began at Listvyanka in the South where 
the Angara River leaves Lake Baikal.  The first two days 
we walked on the ice, too much snow, too much wind for 
the skates. But conditions have improved. We are still 
battling a headwind but the ice surface is clear of snow. 
When we are skating close to the shore I can see rocks 
below the ice. Maksim, my guide, said he even saw a fish 
swimming. None of my friends thought it was a good 
idea to ice skate for 250 km on a frozen Siberian lake 
in winter, so I organised for a guide to join me. Maksim 
is a PhD student from Irkutsk, a very good ice skater, 
familiar with the lake and with a nice sense of humour. 
The best for me is that he also likes to take pictures and 
sometimes we spent half an hour or more at one spot 
taking photos. 

Tonight we are planning to camp at the edge of the 
lake. From his summer visits here Maksim knows about a 
bay called Babushka, translated Grandmother Beach. We 
skate past Bol. Kolokolny, which means Big Belltower 
and take our skates off. All our gear is packed onto two 
sledges that we pull behind us on the ice. However, this 
is not as easy as it sounds because the sledges have a 
life of their own: they swing, they snag on pieces of ice, 
they stop when they hit a snowy patch and they take 
you out from behind if you stop too suddenly. Still, I 
like the freedom they offer. We have everything with us: 
tent, sleeping bags, stove, fuel and food. About water 
we don’t have to worry because we simply harvest clear 
pieces of ice that stick out like shark fins. But today we 
have other priorities. The sun is about to set and we race 
to the high point of the Belltower. While still gulping 
in big draughts of cold air I embrace the panorama in 
front of me, Lake Baikal, close to shore is a jumble of 
ice, but further out the surface is flat, dark and veined by 
large cracks. Soon the sky takes on pastel colours which 
are reflected by the ice. As the colours slowly fade we 
walk down through the snow using the last bit of light to 
set up our tent under some trees. Pine needles promise a 
soft bed and some insulation from the cold ground. We 
light a fire and while I cut vegetables and look after the 
fire Maksim cooks dinner. Later we sit for a long time at 
the fire, drink tea, talk and stare into the flames. The fire 
gives off enough heat, though the night is cold, probably 
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about minus 15 degrees. 
Next morning I crawl out of my 

sleeping bag to see the sunrise over 
the lake. Some rocks where water has 
frozen in big sheets attract me. As the 
early morning sunlight hits the ice it 
starts to glisten. The whole shore of Lake 
Baikal has been decorated by an ice 
artist. There are hanging icicles, frozen 
splashes of water, frozen waterfalls and 
every rock or human structure is thickly 
encrusted with ice, so that it is difficult 
to tell what is hidden beneath. Ships are 
frozen in solidly and cars and trucks 
drive on ice roads that are marked by 
vertical tree branches. 

The surface of the ice is either 
smooth and flat like a mirror or uneven, 
with little ice floes of autumn still intact 
but welded together. In one area large 
bubbles have risen from the depths and 
give me an appreciation of the thickness 
of the ice, it is probably 1-2 m thick. 
They are opaque, probably methane 
bubbles from the bottom of the lake, but they look like 
pearls strung up on a necklace. 

On our fourth day we are heading for Bol. Buguldeyka, 
a small village 3 km upriver. It has been a hard day with 
strong headwinds. Sometimes so strong that I had to 
take my skates off because the wind was blowing me 
backwards. Sometimes the wind came in gusts from the 
side setting the sledges off on a spin, so that we can only 
ram our skates into the ice and wait till the gust is over. 
Once I see Maksim sliding on his bottom for 10 meter 
driven by the merciless wind before he can stop himself. 
When my sledge takes me out I find myself in the drifting 
snow without orientation, a surreal feeling.  I am very 
tired and worried that I won’t make the final 15 km to our 
farmhouse accommodation, but suddenly we have the 
wind from behind and we fly along. In these conditions it 
is no problem to cover 15 km in one hour. We reach the 
river mouth and the ice changes instantly. The river ice 
froze while the water was moving. It is opaque and baby 
blue. Big hummocks have been thrown up and we skate 
without our sledges just for fun. As the sun disappears 
behind the mountains we pull up at the farm house where 
it is warm. Tonight I even get a shower. Dinner is filling, 
rice and smoked omul, an endemic fish of Lake Baikal 
out of the salmon family and very tasty. Lake Baikal has 
another endemic animal, the nerpa, the only fresh water 
seal in the world. Unfortunately the only nerpa I saw was 
in the museum at Listvyanka. 

When we are not camping we stay in farmhouses and 
local tourist places and more than once I am happy that 

Maksim does the negotiations in Russian while I unload 
the sledges. One night we meet a group of 12 Russians 
who have been driving across Lake Baikal from the 
north to the south, a total distance of 636 km. Another 
night we have a wooden house to ourselves, no water, 
no electricity, but warm thanks to a fire somebody has 
lit for us hours before our arrival. For lunch we normally 
look for a sheltered spot at the shore, but sometimes we 
have to crouch behind some large pieces of ice or build 
a shelter with our snow foam mattresses. We meet other 
skaters, always Russians, some are only out for the day, 
some drag sledges behind them like us. Maksim always 
asks them about the ice conditions ahead. Several times 
we have to push and lift our sledges over press ice ridges. 
Once a crack with open water forces us to make a long 
detour before we can cross it safely. And always, always, 
the wind. When we enter Maloe More strait, the little 
sea between Olkhon Island and the western shore of 
Lake Baikal, at the end of a long and furious wind that 
pummels us. 

Our last day of the trip starts carrying all our gear 100 
steps down to the lake, where we have to battle really 
bad ice. It only gets worse when the wind picks up and 
the ice turns into broken crockery. I am bone tired, my 
sledge keeps falling over, I fall over, I curse, I swear, I 
cry. Maksim has disappeared in the distance and I am 
furious. Finally I catch up with him in the wind shadow of 
a little island. We climb to the top to see how much more 
shitty ice we have to cover. He gives me chocolate which 
we eat in the sun looking over the lake and suddenly the 
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frustration and anger dissipate—what a treat to be here. 
The skating from now on improves dramatically and we 
even have a tailwind. Soon we reach Ogoy Island with 
a Buddhist Stupa at its highest point. More interesting 
for me is, however, the southern tip of the island. Here 
rugged cliffs are surrounded by beautifully cracked ice. I 
go crazy with my camera and really appreciate my knee 
protectors that were supposed to save my knees from 
falls but were most useful when photographing. What 
then follows is the best skating of the whole trip, smooth 
ice and tailwind. This is how I had imagined it when I 
dreamt all those years about Lake Baikal. Instead we 
battled headwinds most of the way. But we have reached 
Olkhon Island, the final destination of our trip, 250 km 
north of Listvyanka our starting point. 

We spend two more days on the island skating twinkle-
toed and unencumbered by any sledges. The island is 
also an important place for shamanism which is still 
very alive in this part of Siberia. A very prominent rock, 
Shaman rock, is a symbol of Lake Baikal and subject of 
many myths and rituals. In the past local people believed 
in the miraculous powers of Shaman Rock. Sacrifices in 
the form of money, sweets and cigarettes are still made 
today on the cliffs opposite the rock. As I sat on those 
cliffs and watched the sun disappear behind Shaman 
Rock memories of the trip flooded through my mind. 
Not the moments when the ice was rough and everything 
seems to conspire against me but the moments when 
I was flying and a big smile spread over my face.
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THE OLD GHOST ROAD
The best MTB ride in NZ

by PETE GENT, photos GARETH GRETTON

The alarm went off at 6 am in what appeared to be a delivery suite at the former Karamea Maternity Hospital. 
Gareth and I had just spent two days riding the Heaphy Track. However, we had another two days ahead 

of us on the Old Ghost Road. The origins of the trip had been back in February, somewhere in the middle 
of Queen Charlotte Sound the plan was hatched. It was to extend Queen’s Birthday weekend by a day and ride 
the Heaphy and Old Ghost Road back-to-back. The kicker was to ride the Old Ghost Road (only 85 km) in 
reverse to all the guide’s recommendations, as well as having the 78 km warm up ride on the Heaphy Track. 

We left Karamea before dawn broke. The heater in the car was on full and various discussions about Karamea and 
its place on the coast and in the world took place. By the time we reached the gravel of the road end in Seddonville 
an hour later we have solved Karamea’s power problems and thrashed out the apex and capex of road maintenance 
and building on the West Coast. The irony of these discussions would come full circle later on that morning but more 
of that later. 

The sun was still low in the sky and had not reached into the valley that Seddonville lies, so it was cold. The 
warm car was appealing, for a moment, to return to the end of the coast in Karamea, but we were here to ride and the 
forecast for the next couple of days was outstanding—just like the previous two days had been.

After a small amount of faffing and the obligatory photo at the sign post by the Rough and Tumble Inn it was time 
to start. The first kilometre is in fact a recently built track to link up the best patch of gravel in the area (known as the 
car park) and the remains of the old tram track that starts off the main track for a bit. Starting what appeared to be a 
gentle climb up the lower reaches of the Mokihinui George we had our first minor up hill. It definitely warmed us up 
and made sure all the gear was safely stowed both on the bike and the rider. After that the track calmed down a little. 
There was the location of one of the gold mining settlements which had caused this area to be explored and settled 
in the first place.  

We passed the location of where the former coast road once headed north to Karamea but the bridge was damaged 
in the Murchison earthquake of 1929 and was never rebuilt. The remains of the bridge are still clearly lying in the 
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river below. The track veered off from the side of the river for a while along a well-made former tram track that was 
well graded and straight—a strange sight not normally found in the back country apart from board walks. A morning 
snack in a rare sunny spot was taken with the resupply of food in Karamea courtesy of the local Four Square offered 
up some decent cake that needed eating to reduce the weight we were carrying.  As the sun was still rising, finding a 
gap in the valley to allow the sun was not too easy but a suitable spot by a water source was found eventually. 

After that the track climbed overall but undulated in places. The valley then closed in again getting narrower 
and requiring more and more sections cut in to the rock. Eventually we came to a number of bridged sections 

that were one of the first parts of the track 
reconstruction. Lots of rope and helicopter 
work would have been required to build 
them as there was no obvious location 
above the water line to provide the 
launching point for all the construction. At 
one bridge section we met a lone tramper, 
not our first of the day (or the last), but she 
noted that the mayor of the Buller District 
was in the hut ahead. After the conversation 
earlier in the morning about roading in the 
district the wheel was turning so to speak. 
After negotiating the final exposed and 
bridged sections a sweeping downhill to 
the right followed by a complementary 
grind up through a small wooded section 
brought the track up to Specimen Point 
Hut. The long-drop door is a work of art 
in itself but it appeared that reading matter 
was somewhat sparse and it is definitely 
a BYOTP kind of ride. Eventually we 
headed into the hut to join the local elected 
official for an interesting discussion. This 

is possibly not the medium to discuss my road building preferences but needless to say, the Whangapeka Track is 
being eyed to be elevated to State Highway status despite the geotechnical, planning and funding hurdles in the way. 
I’m not sure we solved the power issues either (long lines and few customers north of Westport) but it appears that 
Gretton Consulting Incorporated has been contacted nonetheless. 

After the extended break we left and carried along upstream to the true left of the river. A bit more mud and 
uphill later we arrived at the next hut at Mokihinui Forks. There appeared to be the secret mountain bikers’ ball in 
full swing here so we rode on in search of a suitable lunch spot. The track headed away from the river itself for a 
few kilometres and about 20 minutes later we found a patch of sun when my stomach had started to rumble a little 
incessantly. Another half an hour beyond lunch brought us out back to the bank of the river of now the south branch 
of the Mokihinui. The bridge across has a possum gate half way across to stop them changing banks and bringing the 
taste of the rare west coast snails from one side of the bank to the other. Photos and water were refreshed from a small 
beach and then we headed inland away from the river to the picturesque and historic Goat Creek Hut.

When we arrived there was a group of Nelson based bikers who had ridden down from Ghost Lake and were 
heading to Specimen Point for the night. They commented that we would get nowhere near Ghost Lake Hut despite 
our optimism when booking the huts three months before. The hut at Goat Creek slept four and the story goes that it 
is two foot shorter than planned as a number of the building timbers were damaged when they were dropped too hard 
from a helicopter when being landed. The hut is worth an excursion in itself and has some proper character to it, much 
as modern huts may be a little sterile, this is definitley a prime example of the  authentic back country hut, now with 
a new lease of life as a stop for mountain bikers topping up their tea levels. 

Scrambling back across Goat Creek to the bikes it was time to head away from the Mokihinui and up and over a 
small saddle parallel to Goat Creek. Not big on the topo map but big enough to get the legs working and avoiding the 
next wave of bikers heading towards their dinner on the West Coast. With what turned out to be the final climb of the 
day started out at an unmarked worker’s camp further up Goat Creek, and wound up and up the hill. The gradient was 
fine to sit in the granny gear and make it up with a minor sweat. There were a few blind corners with one final rider 
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of the day coming the other way making me slightly nervous. It gave rise for the opportunity to pull over on a slightly 
wider section to alleviate fears of a crash and have a small break. The track took a couple of unexpected hair pin bends 
and summited at around 700 meters at Solemn Saddle. A quick snack break was taken as I waited for Gareth to catch 
up as I knew he would be significantly faster on the descent into Stern Valley. 

As the sun fell behind a mountain out towards the West Coast it cooled quickly despite the recent 300 metre 
ascent. A handful of snow patches were encountered along with numerous hairpin bends through a section known as 
the Bone Yard. Exiting past what would be an awesome picnic table stopping place on a summer’s day with two small 
lakes back-dropped by the mountains marking the south Mokihinui Valley, the track descended down to the floor of 
Stern Valley for the final 10 minutes into Stern Valley Hut. 

We were greeted by the local weka at the hut and after a little bike TLC, wood was collected, gear stowed in the 
predator proof porch and the fire lit. Dinner was consumed quickly in the very recently built 10 bunk hut as we tried 
to keep warm. The huts are all well stocked apart from cooking equipment so remember to pack the stove. Not sure 
how all the crockery was transported in, but I’d hate to be the one having to ride in with a replacement full dinner set. 

Next morning the alarm went off 6.45 am as we wanted to move as the sun rose an hour later. With the minimal 
amount of gear that we were carrying, the biggest hazard in packing the bikes was having items misappropriated by 
the locals. 

The track rose gentlly at first from Stern Valley following the valley floor for the first kilometre or two. It then 
zigzagged up the side of the valley to 
start gaining the height to reach the core 
section of the whole track. Heavy wear was 
experienced on a lot of the hairpin bends. 
With the track having only been fully open 
for 7 months at the time of riding, a lot of 
maintenance will be needed to keep it in 
prime condition. Some 90 minutes later 
and some very frosty but ridable sections 
we arrived at the base of the steps. The 
story of the steps is one of the linchpins 
of the whole project. Those building the 
track were struggling to come up a with a 
solution to bridge the final gap. The short 
version is one of the Kennett Brothers 
made the suggestion to the track builders of 
building steps on top of the rock rather than 
drilling stairs into the rock in the middle of 
protected DOC land. The result is 260 odd 
steps of bike carrying but it does the job 
perfectly.  

As you arrive at the top of the steps the 
tantalising glimpses across the Rainbow Range and surrounds come into full view. For those needing to post that 
view to social media cell phone coverage is marked above the steps, however, screen time is recommended to be 
kept to an absolute minimum so you can soak in the view and not fall over the edge of the track. The centre 4 km is 
what completes the Old Ghost Road. For those who will ride it the right way, you will have two stunning down hills, 
lots of grade 4+ sections, unprotected corners and frankly some of the best scenery on two wheels in the upper south 
island. Riding the other way offers, well, a slightly different mix of track but the views stay the same. A refreshment 
stop along with photos was taken on the section above the steps. This allowed a group of riders to come down too 
as it was still quite icy in places. Once off the lower section you cross a small saddle onto the second uphill. This is 
another 200 meters of climb with a number of X and XX lines to make your day. We had to contend with some mud 
(frozen and not so frozen), frosty hairpin bends and a five metre patch of ice with no viable hand holds either. To be 
fair to the trail builders they warn of ice and avalanche risks at the base of the hill but it’s a little late if you didn’t 
pack the snow tyres or ice axe by then. 

The final few hundred metres above the steep section is a board walk alongside the frozen Ghost Lake. Despite 
the slight visual intrusion of the board walk on the landscape it helps protect the delicate environment around the lake 
and offers a crisp sound as the frost is cracked under tyres, as well as the opportunity to ride right up to the front door 
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of Ghost Lake Hut.   
After an extended lunch and photo stop here it was time to depart. Despite the previous hour or two coming up 

hill there is still more to go. The track has been benched into the side of the hill with some exposure to the north and 
rising up to just below the summit of Rocky Tor at 1,456 metres. A quick photo stop was taken and then the rest of 
the ridge was taken on. We encountered one short patch of snow just along from the high point. It appeared to be in 
all day shade and riding this section proved no problem unlike our patch of ice earlier in the day below Ghost Lake. 

We almost rode past the Lyell Saddle Hut but decided to pop in and complete the hut bagging for the weekend. A 
few minutes afterwards a group arrived coming uphill (this being early afternoon) which contained one of the track 
builders. It was really interesting listening to the effort that went into assembling one bridge, let alone the whole track. 
A last glance into the South Mokihinui Valley was had, then it was time to head for home. 

The final 17 km down from the hut took place mostly be in a blur. There was a shuttle somewhere off SH6 which 
had our names on it and it contained fresh socks! I did manage to overtake some of day riders who we had seen earlier 
on the ridge line. With a stop for kebabs in Richmond, we checked our bikes in on time. Arriving back home only 
90 minutes after being dropped off by the shuttle was a little anticlimactic, after what would go down as the most 
perfect weekend of the year—well at least for mountain biking.  

For those interested in story of the Old Ghost Road, there is an excellent book written by one of the initiators of 
the project called Spirit to the Stone. It’s not a long read but offers an insight to those people who in the past 10 years 
have created what is already a world class multi-day mountain biking track. 
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Which Tararua hut is this?

Go to the WTMC newsletter for an answer
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HIGH FIVES FOR THE DOLOMITES
The Alta Via 1

by KEVIN COLE
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The Dolomites is a spectacular region of limestone (dolomitic) rock outcrops criss-crossed by a number of long 
distance footpaths called Alta Via. The area became a UNESCO World Heritage site in 2009 and rightly so.

In August 2016 Pete Gent and I synchronised our holiday plans in order to tackle the Alta Via 1. Meeting at 
Gatwick Airport we flew to Innsbruck and took the train to Dobbiaco in Italy to begin our walk.

.
DAY 1: 

We woke to a bright clear day and after breakfast headed to the bus terminal to catch our transport to the start of 
the walk. Arriving at Lago di Braies we disembarked and took in the views of the lake and the wonderfully white 
surrounding peaks, from the grounds of the Impressive Hotel (1,494 m).  

Contrary to our guide book (Cicerone) we intended to 
combine the first two stages of the walk into one 8 hour 
day and it was already getting very warm.

The route began with a stroll along the wooded 
lakeside, heading to the far end where we began our first 
climb of 800 m. The heat and a lingering cold (picked 
up on the flight over) took its toll. We were supposedly 
carrying light packs—but we still got overtaken by a 
bloke carrying a bicycle!

Once above the tree line we were exposed to the full 
heat of the day. Cresting a ridge we left the views of the 
lake behind and entered a small canyon appropriately 
named ‘Forno’ (the oven). By now it was mid-day. 
Weaving our way among the toppled rocks we found 
some shade beneath a particularly large boulder and had 
some lunch.

As we climbed out of the canyon at 2,388 m the views 
opened up in front of us with a skyline full of mountain 
peaks, a fine reward and a taste of things to come. 

From here we were now on Stage 2 of the walk. We 
followed an un-metaled road for a while, crossing an 
undulating plain before descending steadily into the Val 
di Tamersc. Towards the end the gradient got steeper and 
steeper, until finally on a last set of zigzags it got so steep 
it was difficult to stay upright. (I’d love to see a vehicle 
get up that one!).

By this time we were parched so we stopped at the 
handy Rifugio (Pederu 1,548 m) and guzzled the first 
of many incredibly refreshing cold drinks (we would be 
seeking these out like junkies in the following days).

Having lost all of the altitude that we had gained and 
with another 2 hours and 500 m of climbing to go, our 
destination Rifugio seemed a long way away. And so we 
began the final leg but not before Pete, unable to resist 
the temptation, took a few seconds to stand in a nearby 
stream to cool his roasting feet. We arrived at Rifugio Fanes around 6 pm, in ample time for a shower before dinner.

DAY 2: 
Clutching our packed lunches we left the Rifugio immediately after breakfast. We were engulfed in a swirling mist 

which teased us for an hour or so, giving us only occasional glimpses of surrounding peaks bathed in sunshine. We 
didn’t mind as some of the effects were spectacular in themselves 

The mist rapidly cleared as we began our ascent to a distant notch on the skyline (Focella del Lago 2,486 m). From 
the saddle we had great views of that morning’s route. While on the other side there was a steep drop off to a small 
lake. As we descended the views opened up. Our destination Rifugio was just discernible in the far distance. The scale 
was deceptive and it was going to be a long hot walk, but with fantastic views. 
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On reaching another saddle (Focella Lagouzuoi) we were rewarded again with even more breath taking views 
out across Passo Falzarego. That’s where we were heading next! (If there were a deity I think I’d have high fived 
him—nice work!).

At this point we turned right on onto a steady zigzag leading up to the Rifugio and cable car 200 m above us. Despite 
the stunning scenery all 
around, we were reminded 
that this was the front line 
during WW1 as we passed a 
series of defensive positions 
dug into a rock wall on our 
left. 

These were Austrian 
positions giving views out 
over the road/pass below, 
with the Italian positions on 
the other side. It was diffi-
cult to reconcile how human 
beings could fight and die 
among such spectacular sur-
roundings. 

On reaching the stu-
pendously located Rifugio 
Lagazoui (2,752 m) we immediately partook in another 
round of cold drinks to satisfy our thirst.

It was only mid-afternoon so we had time to dump our 
gear in the dormitory. Then with helmets and head torches 
in hand we went off to explore one of the wartime tunnels 
that spirals its way inside a large buttress overlooking 
the valley floor. The entrance was via a small wooden 
door at the end of an old rebuilt trench system. Inside 
descended an endless staircase connecting a warren of 
observation points, gun positions, storage bays and living 
quarters with some offering the most spectacular views. 
We ended the day with a short stroll up to the summit 
of Piccalo Lagazuoi before returning to the Rifugio for 
dinner. As the sun set the changing light meant the views 
just kept giving and giving. 
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DAY 3: 
Another bright clear day with fog holding in the western valleys below. Today we were attempting our first real 

Via Ferrata (fixed cables which are climbed using a special self-belay harness) We descended from the Rifugio 
and followed the Path of the AV1 to the Col dei Bos where we ditched everything but our via ferrata gear behind a 
boulder (marking it carefully!). We then left the path climbing until we eventually reached the top of the Via Ferrata 

From here it was a steep descent down a large gully to reach the start point. We got good views of people already 
climbing the buttress as we descended.

The anticipation mounted as we got to the bottom of 
the gully and sidled across to the start of the Via Ferrata. 
Owing to its proximity to the road past it was already 
busy. We sat down and had something to eat and drink 
before donning our gear and joining the queue. The climb 
began with a tricky first stage but once beyond that, got 
easier. Despite being in a bit of a line everybody was 
having lots of fun. The weather was great, the scenery 
spectacular, and I was buzzing by the time I reached the 
top.

After a short rest we were on our way again, 
recovering our gear and re-joining the path. We then descended to the pass which we now had to cross. It was a bit 
of a shock to come across the cars and motorbikes of civilisation again but we took full advantage of this civilisation 
and opted for a chairlift to whisk us up to Rifugio Scoiattoli (2,225 m) helping us to recover some time.

The views from this side of the pass were just as magnificent. Our Destination, Rifugio Nuvolau (2,575 m) could 
now be seen above us, perched on top of a large flat topped outcrop. As we had only booked the first two nights 
accommodation, we were very lucky to find that (although being fully booked) somebody had cancelled minutes 
before we arrived (that’s another high five there Mr G). The location, like the night before was spectacular although 
the Rifugio itself was basic. 

DAY 4:
I awoke early and decided that much as I wanted my sleep, this location was worth some early morning photos 

After breakfast we left via an abrupt descent which included a ladder and some cabled sections. We were soon again 
down in the valley, this time Passo Giau (2,236 m). Once again we were briefly among the cars and motorbikes 
of civilisation, only to quickly leave it behind as we crossed the road and moved on. Once more we were greeted 
with more spectacular outcrops  (high fives!). By mid-afternoon we reached Rifugio Citta di Fume (1,917 m) at the 

base of the impressive Pelmo outcrop (3,168 m) and 
here we spent the night.

DAY 5:
Fine weather again with rain (and possible thunder) 

forecast for the afternoon. We left early in order to 
make the most of the day. As we were at lower altitude 
everything was much greener this morning. The path 
followed a series of farm tracks before joining an old 
zigzagging military road that rose steadily to Rifugio 
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Coldai at 2,132 m. We stopped for lunch at a spot overlooking a small lake. In the distance we could see a storm 
brewing. Not wanting to be caught out in a thunderstorm in the mountains we moved on, continuing below the walls 
of the trident shaped Civetta and then into pleasant farmland. We arrived at Rifugio Vazzoler in time to miss a brief 
storm later that evening.

DAYS 6 to 9
Having decided that the planned exit route in the next few days would involve Via Ferrata, that were probably 

going to be too tricky, we decided to exit the AV1 at this point. Walking out to a local village we caught the bus to 
Belluno. Here a visit to the Library and a local bookshop gave us sufficient information to head to Cortina for some 
compensatory Via Ferrata bagging. Over the next two days we tried Sentiero Astaldi, Grade 1A, and Tofana di 
Dentro, Grade 2B. 

These ferrata completed a great trip to a spectacular area and I’m sure that we will be returning there very soon.
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4 PEAKS A CLIMBING
by MIKE PHETHEAN

What do you do when the weather is fine? Climb, 
climb, and climb, because tomorrow it will 

rain. This is probably the mantra of any New Zealand 
mountaineer. On the days it rains you play 500 and tell 
tall tales and if you have planned things really well drink 
some beer. This works well until the weather gods also 
seem to take Christmas off and forget to order any rain 
for the period. Climbing everyday tends to weary you....

Brendan and I had picked Queenstown to be our 
base for post-Christmas adventures giving us far more 
mountains than time. The Darrans beckoned with their 
siren call but in the end we chose some of the peaks north 
of Queenstown.

We met at Queenstown airport and drove to 
Glenorchy, staying in the backpackers at the back of the 
pub. That probably doesn’t surprise anyone!

Our first objective was Somnus Peak. On one of 
those non-climbing days in a few huts I had read the 
various stories of Otago University Tramping Club 
members published in ‘Antics’, their well named annual 
record. The Somnus couloir was one of their favourites. 
Although avalanche prone in winter it is described as a 
long climb on moderately steep slopes which may need 
roping up for.

We headed through the crowds of the Routeburn 
Valley bumping into Paul and Sharron coming off a good 
long tramp on the Five Pass Route. We shook off the 
people by heading up the north branch of the Routeburn 
Valley. It was an easy day and we had the whole 
afternoon to read sleep or bathe in the stream. Personally 
I wish I slept longer and not awakened when Brendan 
was bathing in the stream!

Starting just before dawn broke we scrambled up 
over the rocks onto the packed snow of the couloir. The 
going was relatively good, though we needed both ice 
tools and crampons. We didn’t need the rope until half 
way up.

A slot split all the way across the couloir and though 
the slot bottomed out on the rock it was a fair way down. 
We roped up and I tried climbing up the middle of the 
slot across a snow bridge, but the snow was sugary and 
the tools would not purchase even after I shifted lots of it 
by bringing a ton down on my head.

We had time so I tried the right hand side. The route 
involved some bridging between the couloir rock wall 

and the main snow but it was far more solid. Christmas 
mince pies meant I had to do a fair bit of ice carving but 
I managed to curse my way through a gap and onto the 
upper slopes. A couple of snow stakes went in nicely and 
I brought Brendan up on belay.

The rest of the slope was indeed moderate and we 
made good time to the plateau on the top. We roped up as 
we could see some of the crevasses between us and the 

summit, and knew there might be a few more to find us 
unexpectedly.

The summit afforded us a great panorama of Aspiring 
National Park with the Darrans to the south west and our 
next objective Earnslaw to the north. The descent was 
reasonably quick though we abseiled over the slot—
leaving an old snow stake seemed wise.

As we had made good time we headed down the valley 
and back to Glenorchy and a soft bed—the Routeburn 
Valley’s tramping traffic contrasting with the silence of 
the snow fields. It was a longish day, 13 hours from get-
up back to the car. A good meal and a good beer meant 
we were soon asleep.

Mt Earnslaw is the spectacular mountain you could 
see from our pub in Glenorchy. I had been up to Earnslaw 
Biv before but verglass (a thin film of ice on rock from 
the mist freezing on the rock) meant that we did not go 
up any further. There was a sense of unfinished business.

We parked at Muddy Creek car park and headed up 
the 4WD track passing quite a few utes, which made us 
slightly envious of their driver’s shortened journey. We 
soon were on the path by the side of the Rees Valley—a 
nice highway until our turn off. The Rees River was low 
so crossing was not a problem and after a few paddocks 
we reached the start of our track.

It was a 1,700 m climb which after the previous day 
was to make itself felt more than normal. We had relatively 
heavy packs as we took a rope, climbing gear and a tent 
as well as the usual crampons ice axe and helmet. Above 

Somnus couloir



102

the bush line the track is vague until you can pick up old 
tracks across the snow fields. I remembered most of it 
from the time before but it still took us 9 hours tramping.

Weariness was upon us as we settled into the cosy 
Esquilant Biv. We naturally discussed the lack of people 
meaning the tent did not have to make the journey up 
with us. The conversation moved on to what we should 
climb and the weariness led to an easier next day. We 
opted for getting up late and a climb of only the East 
Peak of Earnslaw, not doing the traverse over to the West 
Peak.

Dawn came and went and mist lingered throughout 
the morning. We followed the scree up through the 
correct gap in the rock band above Wright Col and then 
bore west to pick up the cairns which cut through the 
rock face. From the hut book we knew there were two 
main routes through the face and we took the one on 
the left up and the one on the right down. Our way was 
guided by more cairns and the odd bit of climbing tape 
on a couple of rock steps.

Above the face the slopes get easier and more 
importantly the mist lifted a bit allowing us good glimpses 
but no full panorama. We struck average mountaineering 
poses on the summit and I gave a wistful glance over 
to the West Peak, though it did look like there might be 
some crevasse hopping required getting there.

The descent was straight forward, especially as 
we had GPS points for the key direction changes. We 
abseiled down a steepish bit only to realise it was not so 
bad. I must have been weary as I couldn’t be bothered to 
go back and get the climbing tape. A few brews filled the 
gaps in the afternoon between snoozing.

The next morning brought a return to alpine starts and 
a spring in our step. Taking the now familiar route to 
Wright Col we then headed up the snow to Luncheon 
Col skirting round a large crevasse which cut most of 

the slope. The route then went down the exploded rock 
slopes to get to Shepherds Pass. We didn’t find the short 
cut back onto the ridge so spent an hour descending and 
reascending the snow slopes.

Though we knew time was becoming an issue in 
the day’s quest to climb Sir William Peak we strangely 
didn’t mind. We set a turn-around time of 2:30 pm and 
revelled in the wilderness we were travelling through. We 
explored route options and picked a good line ignoring 
the advice of the guide book which would have taken us 
through a very broken crevasse field.

We dropped to the floor of the Bedford Valley (good 
camp sites here) and took a mellow gully onto the snow 
slopes of the Frances Glacier. Above us loomed the 
North Ridge of Sir William. The good route allowed us 
to make up time and we got to the ridge at 12:30 pm. A 
little excitement built as the thought of actually making 
the top seeped into our minds

From one route description I knew we had to gain 
the gendarme and then follow the ridge. Unfortunately 
only when back at the hut would I realise that this meant 
climbing more of the north face before getting back on 
the ridge to the large gendarme not the small gendarme to 
which we headed. We still tried to scramble up the ridge 
but it was flaky and going to be too slow. We retreated 
back and had lunch.

Retracing our steps was quicker and I even found the 
short cut from Shepherds Pass but did not trust my guess 
enough to take it. The climb back up to Luncheon Col 
was tough—up a two-steps-up one-slide-down scree. We 
ended up further up the ridge than the col and as time 
was good, climbed to the top of Leary Peak.

The snow slopes down were pretty soft and the climb 
around the large crevasse was made far more nervously 
than on the way up. Walking towards the biv we spotted 
people and I thought the long day was playing with my 
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mind because two of them looked like Sharron Came and 
David Jewel who I knew should be on their way over 
Rabbit Pass.

It turns out I wasn’t that weary and they had changed 
plans. We all had a good natter into the evening and a 
good few jokes. There was an awkward moment when 
Brendan suggested that Sharron was the possessor of 
mokopuna but it was soon glossed over as we passed on 
details of the route up Earnslaw.

Staying here was poignant for me as I remembered 
my good friend Simon Bell whose last adventure was 
from this biv.

The descent the next day was in blazing sunshine 
which gave fantastic vistas of Mt Aspiring and a very hot 
Rees Valley. We jumped in the river for about 15 minutes 
until the snow melt finally cooled us down.

Queenstown was busy that night and we grabbed a 
bit more food for climbing and some pizza and beer. We 

were asleep by 9 pm.
A long leisurely morning saw us drive over the hill to 

Wanaka and then over Haast Pass to our final objective, 
Mt Brewster. The path up is about 2½ hours so we didn’t 
start until well into the afternoon. The hut was emptying 
as we got there and we listened to the advice of those 
who had ascended.

The weather was finally changing so we knew we had 
to make a quick ascent as a southerly storm was coming 
in during the afternoon. We opted for the South West 
face a harder route, but probably quicker than scrambling 
along the West Ridge.

An alpine start saw us picking our way along the 
cairned route to the Brewster Glacier. Thick mist came 
in and we plodded up wondering how we would find the 
snow bridge we had spotted the night before. I could lie 
and say expert navigation got us there but in truth while 
I knew we were in about the right spot I didn’t think we 
would just walk up to it.

The bridge was very soft but crossable, the good 
weather meant the slopes were knee deep and hard work. 
About 70 vertical meters from the top we stopped—the 
slope was just too soft for the steepness.

The mist lifted for some good views on the way 
back but the winds became more and more biting as 
we reached the hut. A fast pack of our bags and we 
descended as the rain came in, helping us reach the bush 
line quickly!

We stayed the night in Makarora following our usual 
pattern of lots of food, a beer, and early to bed. Maybe 
next time I will schedule a rest day!

Sir William 

Mount Brewster
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RUAPEHU LODGE 60 YEARS ON
1956 to 2016
by MIKE GILBERT
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One of the club’s best kept secrets is our great 
facility on the slopes of Whakapapa ski field.  

WTMC owns and operates an alpine lodge which is a 
home away from home for those in the know.  It has 
spacious lounges and generously sized bunkrooms 
that sleep 2 to 6 people each.  It is within easy 
walking distance of the Whakapapa chairlifts and you 
can ski back to the front door at the end of the day.

Whether it’s for skiing and snowboarding, alpine and 
snowcraft trips, the annual inter-club ski races, family 
getaways, or summer holidays and tramping trips, the 
lodge has hundreds of our members visit each year.  
They just might not be the members you see around on 
Wednesday nights and out on club trips in the weekends!  
Often these members tramping days are behind them, or 
they prefer to tramp with their mates on private trips.  

The Lodge is open every weekend of the snow season, 
and during the week has a mix of group bookings, school 
holiday fun and quieter ‘club weeks’ where you can get 
in a sneaky mid-week break away from the weekend 
mountain crowds. We also open up for Christmas and 
Easter on a casual drop-in basis, so you can break your 
road trip or stay longer to take in everything Tongariro 
National Park offers.

So, why does a Wellington based club that mainly 
tramps in places like the Tararuas and the Kahurangis, 
also operate such a great facility 5 hours drive away in the 
middle of the North Island?  The answer is intertwined 
with the club’s long history and goes back over 60 years.  
And in 2016, that question also underlines many of the 
challenges that our lodge is facing.

60 years of planning and work
In the early 1950s, very soon after WTMC itself was 

founded, a group of members who skied, tramped and 
climbed in Tongariro National Park were finding it more 
and more difficult to find huts to stay in at Mt Ruapehu.  
At this time the club was deciding what to put their 
efforts into, and many favoured acquiring a Wellington 
clubrooms.  It all came to a head at a 1953 Special General 
Meeting and the club members decided to forego their 
own clubrooms and build a ‘simple mountain hut’ on the 
slopes of Mt Ruapehu instead.

In those days, skiing was more closely aligned with 
tramping and mountaineering than what we see today.  
There were rudimentary tows, but you were expected 
to hike to them, and the basic equipment available then 
required far more alpine experience and skill, and a level 
of fitness more akin to an alpinist’s than that of a weekend 
holiday maker.  This meant that while the skiers always 
have been a little separate to other groups within the club, 
they were the sort of folk attracted to a club that engaged 
in difficult, strenuous work requiring no shortage of skill 

in unforgiving wilderness environments.
Trevor Walsh, one of our most well recognised 

founding members, was one of those who argued long 
and hard for a local clubrooms over a Ruapehu Lodge.  
But once the die was cast he threw his considerable 
energies into ensuring that WTMC’s lodge came to 
fruition.

Tales of the large working parties required to build 
such a hut, so far away and in such a remote location, 
show the can-do attitude and number-eight wire 
philosophies of the 1950s and 1960s.  For example, 
our first water tank was taken to Mt Ruapehu lashed to 
the back of an undersized truck, only making it as far 
as Ngauranga Gorge before breaking loose and rolling 
down the hill into oncoming traffic! Progress was slow 
but steady, with large working parties heading to the 
building site in all weathers.  By Queens Birthday 1956, 
50 years ago this year, WTMC’s hut was weathertight, 
you could cook and stay warm inside thanks to a double 
oven coal range, and the first working party stayed in 
the hut as they finished it (by necessity—all the other 
Ruapehu huts were double-bunk full!).

This first incarnation was a pretty simple structure 
with an outside long-drop toilet—a 3 metre hole dug 
by hand (maybe helped along with a little dynamite) 
through the hard Ruapehu scoria and rock.  The hut had 
twenty-four bunks arranged three high in a U-shape, a 
common room where more people slept on the floor, and 
a drying room with its own pot-belly stove.  

Most weekends in the 1960s, the Runciman Bus 
Company would run a bus up to the Lodge, full of keen 
WTMC members who would ski hard all day and then 
play hard in the evening.  The long-drop toilet made for 
interesting and exciting excursions, particularly after a 
few drinks during the robust and rowdy parties the hut 
saw on many Saturday nights!  But a series of extensions 
to this basic structure in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s 
brought the bathrooms inside, more than tripled the 
amount of space, and cumulated in the palatial, fully-
featured lodge we have today.

The lodge has required dedication and hard work by 
many of our most recognised members, over decades.  A 
quick review of our life members’ biographies show that 
most of them put innumerable hours of blood, sweat and 
tears into making the lodge what it is.

The Lodge today
‘The club has at times been accused of being split 

into sections—the climbers, the skiers and the trampers, 
and never the three agree.’  This is what Rosemary 
Chittenden said in the 1968 journal and was true then 
and is still true today.  But the differences between the 
groups, and the pressures on running an alpine lodge, 
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have both increased to where one could argue that the 
future of the Lodge could be in doubt, and its issue put a 
real risk on the future of the WTMC itself.

Mountain sports have changed.  It’s no longer 
the domain of hardy alpine folks who headed by the 
busload to a hut with a longdrop.  Now, families and 
20-somethings enjoy the nightlife of Ohakune and the 
flexibility and comfort of a motel or bach.  Most of us 
have access to cars and snow sports are an expensive, 
fun hobby rather than an activity best suited to trampers 
and mountaineers.

This means that there is only a small overlap between 
the people who want to go on tramping trips in the 
Tararuas, and the people who want to ski and snowboard 
at Whakapapa with on-mountain accommodation.  While 
there is a large contingent of WTMC members who 
regularly use the Lodge, less than a dozen of them pop 
up on a Wednesday night or on a weekend tramp.  This 
makes this group pretty invisible to the core membership 
and to the general committee—leading to much 
frustration around the lodge dining table after dinner, 
about how their needs are perceived to be ignored.

The finances of running a lodge are tough.  Outside of 
the lodge, the biggest costs we have as a club are the order 
of a few hundred dollars for gear or a budgeted $30,000 
investment in a van once or twice per decade. And then, 
we operate an alpine lodge—a multi million dollar asset 
that must turn over more than $80,000 per annum to stay 
afloat.  Over the years, the operating costs of maintaining 
and servicing a full-service facility in such a remote and 
harsh environment have increased and will continue to 
do so.  Whether it’s the crippling line charges to bring 
electricity to the lodge, the ever increasing insurance 
premiums, rates charges and DOC fees, or the sewerage 
system which cost the lodges tens of millions a few years 
ago and is about to cost some further tens of millions over 
the next 5 years, the financial exposure the lodge brings 
is not inconsiderable.  It must be run on a commercially 
sound basis to avoid bankrupting the club, particularly 
since we must also budget for years where an eruption or 
bad snow season will mean little to no income to offset 
all the annual operating costs.  In the last 5-10 years we 
have seen other lodges abandoned, or attempts made to 
sell them for fire-sale prices.  It’s a tough business to be 
in, and a difficult one to exit.

As the pioneers of the club who established our 
lodge have gotten older, we haven’t seen the next 
generation of members who retain that passion for the 
lodge come through to take over the work.  The lodge is 
highly dependent on people such as Eric Evans, Andrew 
Trembath and a small group of Lodge Leaders who are 
willing to put in time each week, every week, to make 
sure the bookings are sorted, the bunks are allocated, 
the food is ordered and turns up on the mountain, and 



109

the lodge is supervised by an experienced person who 
can open up and close down safely and attend to any 
problems that occur.  We already have failed to fill the 
role of Lodge Convenor—the equivalent of ‘president’ 
or ‘chairperson’ for the lodge—which means that nobody 
is driving the necessary planning for the 12-month and 
5-year time frames needed to keep the lodge viable in the 
medium term.

The lodge is also just starting to show the effects of 
underinvestment over the last few years—although it 
is still comfortable and functional, it’s starting to look 
just a little bit dated in places.  We need to maintain its 
standard if we want to ask the sort of prices we need 
to keep the lodge viable, but again, without a Lodge 
Convenor, agreeing what needs to be done and who will 
do it is hard.

So is it all doom and gloom?  Nothing of the sort.  
Although there are certainly some challenges that must 
be addressed over time, the fundamentals are sound.  We 
continue to see most winter weekends full-to-bursting 
with happy skiers, boarders, mountaineers, family groups 
and hardy trampers and trail runners.  Once people 
discover the lodge they come back again and again, and it 
becomes their second home on the mountain.  We need to 
continue to make sure our changing clientele knows that 
we’re here and always have a good time staying with us.  
Recent innovations such as bringing back all-inclusive 
transport, food, and accommodation packages, reducing 
the cost of summer accommodation and relaxing the 
booking requirements over ‘open lodge’ periods, have 
proven successful.  We need to review what our clientele 
want, and how much they’re willing to pay for it, so we 
know what improvements or changes to make and how 
to better structure our prices.  We need to find ways to 
get more use out of the lodge in summer and mid-week 
time—perhaps by simplifying how the lodge works so 
more people can make use of it without the requirement 
of a trained Lodge Leader to be in attendance.

Perhaps the most important activity is a cultural 
one—bringing the Lodge back into the fold of the 
core WTMC.  In an obvious sense this means things 
like more club tramps that base themselves at the 
lodge, and more recognition and assistance from the 
general committee.  Fulfilling WTMC’s constitutional 
requirement ‘to encourage and facilitate walking, 
climbing, mountaineering, and skiing’, without isolating 
the walkers, climbers, mountaineers and skiers from 
each other, remains our biggest challenge but one that’s 
the most fun to try and resolve.

Editor’s note: The views expressed above are Mike’s and 
may not be exactly those of the club committee.
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