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PYRENEAN PARADISE
Tramping in the mountains of France and Spain
by KEVIN COLE

DAY 1
After a short shuttle ride from Cauterets we were 

deposited in the car park at Pont d’Espagne on a cool 
morning, in the shaded valley floor. The large car park 
seemed excessive as we were alone but we guessed in 
the peak summer and winter seasons there must be a lot 
of visitors.

After a quick look around the visitor information 
boards we were on our way up a metalled path that took 
us to a stone bridge over a small river and a large stone 
restaurant proclaiming its height at 1,500 m on the sign 
above the door.

Shortly after the path turned a corner and we 
emerged into the wide Marcadau valley where we were 
immediately hit by a noticeable warm breeze and clear 
skies as the valley floor opened up before us. The scenery 
before us was typically alpine, green pasture and cattle 
with bells on. Above us rose high granite walls covered 
with randomly scattered pines.

Our destination the Refuge Wallon (1,865  m) was 
only two and a half hours directly up the valley so we 
planned to follow a loop track the ‘Circuit des Lacs’ that 
would take us some 2,420 m high, on the right hand side 
of the valley following a series of small lakes. The route 
provided spectacular views as we climbed through the 
pine clad valley side with regular views of the valley 
below.

Clearing ithe tree line we entered a granite world of 
pristine glacial lakes with wild raspberries providing us 
with an occasional gastronomic treat.

At the highest lake the path began to descend, giving 
us our first glimpse of the upper Marcadau Valley still 
dotted with clanking cattle and sheep. On the opposite 
side we could see another valley running down from 
a distant ridge to join the Marcadau. This, we guessed 
would be our route into Spain the next day and from 
this point the upper section looked like quite a gnarly 
prospect.

On our descent we spotted our first marmot whose 
chirping alarm calls would be a constant feature of our 
travels over the next few days. As we approached the 

valley floor a small stone chapel became visible between 
the trees. We discovered on reaching it that it stood next 
to the refuge, which was a surprisingly large building 
standing just beneath the tree line. It had wonderful 
views across the valley over the idyllic Marcadau River.

We plonked ourselves down at one of the tables on 
a large terrace that ran along the front of the building. 
Here we could sit in the sunshine admiring the view and 
quench our thirst with a couple of cans of soft drink (or 
wine if desired) bought from the warden.

Eventually having soaked up enough sun and booked 
ourselves in to the refuge for the night. We were allocated 
a small room on the second floor containing two bunk 
beds and with a small window looking out through the 
thick brick walls. Facilities were basic but there was 
a flush toilet and we had a cooked evening meal and 
breakfast served up in a large dinning room on the first 
floor.

After eating our three course evening meal we sat 
outside again. To our surprise a pair of donkeys turned 
up followed shortly after by two men. We watched 
intently as the packs strung across the donkeys backs 
were uncovered revealing sacks of onions and carrots 
destined for the kitchen.

The Pyrenees are a range of mountains in southwest Europe that form a natural border between France and Spain.
They effectively separate the Iberian Peninsular from the rest of continental Europe and extend about 490 km from 
the Bay of Biscay to the Mediterranean Sea. 
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DAY 2
The morning started fine and clear, despite the 

epic thunderstorm that occurred overnight. Following 
breakfast we packed up our gear and headed across the 
river and started our climb up into the side valley opposite. 
Here the effects of glaciation were very apparent as we 
crossed terraces of smoothed rock that reminded us of a 
skate park in places

As we ascended higher we left the cool shadow of the 
lower valley and entered the sunshine. We stopped next 
to Lac d’Arratille for a break and to admire the views. 
All around us was calm apart from the soporific clanking 
of distant sheep bells. Not far above us the grass and rock 
faded away to rock and scree and in the distance a gap in 
a far ridge indicated the col for which we were aiming. 
In the meantime we had to navigate a rocky section in 
the foreground although at this stage no route was yet 
apparent. It wasn’t long however before we picked up 
a good trail of painted markers which we followed to 
a small lake (Du col d’Arratille) beneath the col itself. 
Once again in the shadow of the ridge we climbed up 
a small incline leaving the cool stillness for the sunny 
saddle at 2,528 m.

We’d read that the Spanish side was very different to 
the French side so we reached the top eager to get our 
first views. Before us, lay a long valley running away 
into the distance. It was greener than we expected (but 
it was September) and a lot less rocky, however the 
main difference was the absence of trees with grass as 
far as the eye could see. It was strange to think we were 
crossing from one country into another and seemed odd 
that there was no sign or anything to welcome you into 
Spain or bid one farewell on the French side.

We stopped for a quick lunch before descending steeply 
into the head of the valley. We would be following it for 

the rest of the day descending to Bujaruelo (1,338  m) 
where we would camp. As we neared the village we 
began to see signs for the G11 (Long Distance Path) 
and eventually came onto a dirt road in a narrow gorge 
towards the end of a long day. Turning a corner the gorge 
began to open out again and in front of us was a high 
canyon wall in the distance. With a reddish tinge the rock 
layers of the Ordessa Canyon ahead was an imposing 
feature very reminiscent of the Grand Canyon. 

With increasing excitement we carried on along 
the side of a small river (Rio Ara) until we found our 
campsite.

The next day was bright and clear and rather than 
continue to walk straight down the valley to the small 
town of Torla we decided to take a detour and walk into 
the Ordessa Canyon which we would pass on the way. 
During the summer months the only vehicles allowed 
into the canyon were buses which ran up from Torla in 
the valley below. We planned to get a sneak preview of 
the canyon before catching a bus to Torla.

The canyon walls were spectacular, rising 
approximately 1 km almost vertically from the valley 
floor and from here the sense of scale was almost 
impossible to grasp. It was a short walk into the canyon 
before we reached the bus terminus but from what we 
had seen we were keen to return the next day for a better 
look.

Fine clear weather again and we caught an early bus 
from Torla into the canyon as we knew we’d be doing 
some climbing at the start of the day and were keen to do 
this before it got too hot.

The plan was to climb the southern side of the canyon 
to join an old hunters trail which then tracked along the 
canyon wall at a constant height. This would then lead us 
to the head of the canyon from which we could return via 
a path along the valley floor.

The initial climb began steeply with a zig zagging 
path through the pine trees which were still in the shade 
making it very pleasant at this time of the morning. A 
falling rock provided some excitement and a reminder of 
the towering rock faces hidden from view above us.

In our eagerness the climb passed quickly (or was that 
the lack of a large pack for a change). Soon we reached a 
view point at the start of the hunters track and from here 
we had our first views over the canyon to the towering 
walls opposite. Again the sense of scale was difficult to 
grasp.

In the distance beyond the far rim of the canyon we 
caught our first glimpse of what would be our gateway 
back into France, the Breche de Roland. This distinctive 
notch in the distant ridgeline would be our target the 
following day.

The hunters’ track followed one of the strata layers 
beneath the southern rim of the canyon. This particular 
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band was in fact a huge wide green terrace of vegetation 
providing an isolated wilderness within which grazed 
groups of Pyrenean chamois called izards. From here we 
could see similar layers of green repeating themselves at 
various levels on the opposite northern side of the canyon 
with each having its own ecosystem.

The views as we traversed along the wall of the 
canyon were breathtaking in all directions. Our cameras 
were red hot and we watched izards grazing above us 
and vultures flying beneath us. Yet again we partook of 
the wild raspberries that grew along the track at frequent 
intervals.

When the head of the canyon came into view it was a 
spectacular steep walled cirque which we sat and admired 
for some time. 

As the path got closer we began to see more and more 
of the tourists that plied the central canyon path to the 
waterfall at the head of the cirque. We were buzzing from 
our amazing day and joined the throng of people heading 
back down towards the bus terminus.

DAY 5
With a big climb ahead of us we started early again 

and caught the bus from Torla into the Ordessa Canyon. 
Our route up the northern side of the canyon was via the 
Circo de Carriata which from our view-point on the south 
side the day before had looked pretty steep, especially 
toward the top where we would meet what looked like a 
vertical rock wall. 

The guide books were a bit vague as to how this would 
be negotiated but having seen pictures of the alternative 
route via the Circo de Cotatuero where people were 
shown scrambling across rock faces clinging onto pitons 
fixed in the rock (without protection) we were hoping 
this route would be somewhat less traumatic.

It was another fantastic day, we’d tried to get an 
updated forecast but all we found at the tourist office and 
the park were weekly forecasts which we assumed were 
good enough as every day was the same—warm with 
clear blue skies (we were in luck).

The climb began in the cool shade of the valley floor 
with a walk up through the pine forest which passed very 
pleasantly considering the weight of our packs.

The previous days had borne us in good stead as we 
were getting tramping fit. We’d climbed from 1,300 m to 
about 1,900 m before we began to clear the tree line and 
at the same time the rising sun began to clip the rim of the 
canyon above us. We emerged into a huge amphitheatre 
with a high vertical rock face running all around the top. 
Again scale defeated our comprehension and no way out 
was visible as we continued to climb ever higher. 

We arrived at an initial bluff constructed of large blocks 
of rock and grass which we negotiated without much 
difficulty to reach a grassy terrace beneath the vertical walls. 
Here at last we found a marker post indicating routes in 

two directions. 
The symbol 
on each was 
of a stick man 
who looked to 
be climbing—
with a rope (ah, 
not so good).

We fol-
lowed the sign 
moving along 
the grassy ter-
race to our 
right until it 
narrowed to 
become a ledge 
right up against 
the rock face. 
It was com-
fortably wide 
to walk on but 
with the drop-
off on the one 
side you knew 
it was not the 
place to stumble.

After about 30 m the path and rock face ended in thin 
air but at this point the path turned 90 degrees around the 
corner and led up to another similar ledge/walkway. This 
time we had the comfort of a wire rope to hang onto in 
places.

Again after a short while this path also ended and 
took a 90 degree turn at the end of the rock face. This 
time however the route continued upwards on the end 
face of this huge slab of rock. It was a steep scramble 
but luckily the rock on this side formed a wall of small 
blocks which we ascended without much difficulty 
although aware of a huge drop below. Eventually we 
reached the top and having emerged onto yet another 
grassy terrace could look down over the vertical rock 
wall into the amphitheatre and canyon below. At this 
point we were still in the shade but terraces above were 
bathed in sunshine—it was going to be a scorcher

We took a short break to rest and take in the views 
before leaving the shadows and climbing the remaining 
small terraces to the rim of the cirque where ice flowing 
into the canyon had left a smooth rock lip many years 
before. The view confronting us now was surreal, as if 
we had entered another world. Here above the rim of the 
canyon we entered a shallow flat bottomed green valley 
before it rose in front us to another distant amphitheatre of 
buckled limestone terraces with a backdrop of imposing 
bare mountain tops of contrasting greys, browns and 
whites. 

As we headed into this wilderness of fascinating rock 
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formations abounded and streams disappeared down 
holes to who knows where. 

Between the grassy terraces the walls were made up 
of heavily fractured limestone which was easy to climb 
but surprisingly sharp. Whilst scaling one of these we 
heard a grunt above us and looked up to see an izard 
(chamois) peering down on us in a indignant manner. 

We continued to climb to find that we had disturbed 
a herd of half a dozen of them which scooted away into 
the distance on the other side of the valley.

After climbing a little further we stopped for lunch at 
the top of a terrace wall where we spied another group of 
izards sunning themselves on rocks to our left. The more 
we looked the more we saw as a whole herd of some 
20 or more gradually got up and headed down onto the 
lower terraces.

At the top of this cirque we found a flat expanse of 
ground which had been marked as a lake on our map 
but consisted as nothing more than a dry bed. We could 
only assume that the lakes may form only occasionally 
when all of the sink holes in the limestone get plugged 
with ice? In front of us now rose the mountain tops and 
turning east we climbed through more karst (limestone) 
scenery to a small saddle (Cuello de Salarons) which 
gave us access to an area of plateau and another couple 
of dry lakebeds at 2,500 m. 

At the far end of the lakebeds we could finally look 
northwards and get our fist glimpse of the Breche de 
Roland high on the ridges above us. The huge notch in 
the ridgeline (100 m tall by 60 m wide) would be our 
route back into France.

From here the path was very broken and confused as 
we climbed into a valley of twisted rock and boulders 
leaving the greenery behind. We found a path up the scree 
slopes that came down from the buttress that formed the 
ridgeline above. The higher we got the more massive the 
vertical walls became until we reached the base of the 
buttress and followed a track towards the Breche. The 
closer we got the more awesome its size until standing in 
the gap it towered above us.

From here at 2,800m we had our first glances back 
down into France again and started to meet people coming 
up from the other side. Until now we had been almost 
entirely alone all day. We spent some time savouring the 
views on both sides before dropping down the northern 
side into France and over a small patch of snow (the 
remnants of a glacier)

Descending down the length of a gravely moraine 
wall we were soon standing outside the refuge. Despite 
some cloud the heavily folded strata of the peaks around 
us made a spectacular picture particularly later as the sun 
began to set bathing them in ever changing orange hues. 

DAY 6
After a hot stuffy night in one of the bunk rooms 

we emerged for breakfast to be greeted by yet another 
perfect day. We had to clear the building by a certain 
time as today was the day that supplies were arriving by 
helicopter. We were scheduled to stay for two nights so 
today we were going to do a side trip to Tallion, a nearby 
mountain at 3,144 m. 

Following breakfast we left the refugee and soon 
climbed back up to the Breche de Roland. Passing 
through to the Spanish side we headed west following 
the back face of the buttress which eventually ended and 
we continued climbing the ridgeline to the summit of 
Tallion.

On returning to the refuge we spent the rest of the 
afternoon basking in the sun and admiring the views. As 
we had our tent with us we decided to camp, pitching 
it after 7 pm according to the Park rules. Yet again we 
watched another spectacular sunset.

Leaving the refuge on another glorious morning we 
followed one of two paths down. The alternative path 
we’d heard was a steep scramble and not recommended 
if going down with large packs. Our route however did 
explain the number of people visiting the French side as 
it was not long before we could see a car park in the 
distance and hit a stream of day walkers heading towards 
the refuge.

Luckily it was not long before our route took us 
off the main track and once again we were walking in 
splendid isolation with only the sound of a small stream 
and the clank of cow bells to break the peace.

This side valley was scenic enough but as we started 
to reach its junction with the main Gavarnie Valley the 
full Cirque de Gavarnie began to appear on the right. We 
were so taken aback by the view we stopped for some 
time and decided to find the shade of a tree and admire 
the view (and take a million photos).  

From the refuge we had been looking across to the 
top half of the cirque. From here we could now see the 
full extent of the waterfall (The Gavarnie Cascade) at 
423 m the highest waterfall in Europe.

Eventually we decided that we had to move on and 
from here it was a gentle gradient into the main valley to 
the small tourist hub of Gavarnie itself.

DAY 7
Another fine morning and we took the opportunity 

to walk up to the head of the cirque via another refuge on 
the eastern side of the valley.

It was gloriously hot again and despite the number of 
tourists we enjoyed the amazing scenery and waterfall at 
the head of the cirque

As we headed back to the campsite we were still 
buzzing from seven days of perfect weather and stunning 
scenery that is going to stay with us for a long time and 
draw us back for another fix sometime in the not so 
distant future.
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This summer I went swimming
This summer I might have drowned
But I held my breath
And I kicked my feet
And I moved my arms around.
Loudon Wainwright III, ‘Swimming Song’.

The trip started off much like any 
other tramping trip. We met at 5.30 

at the railway station Platform  9. We then 
commenced with swapping our clothes with 
each other, tried them on for size, considered 
our options and found one each that we 
thought would be a good fit. And preferably 
a nice colour. Shannon chose a fetching 
yellow all-in-one and Pete went for a little 
microshorts number, with flowing long black 
arms and a full length frontal zip. He looked 
positively dashing.

It is at this point that I should probably 
mention that the clothes in question were, 
in fact, wetsuits.  You see, this was no 
ordinary tramping trip. We were heading 
off on a packfloating adventure down the 
Ruamahanga gorge.  Even the description of 
how to find the roadend had an air of mystery: 
‘Turn left at letterbox 2131. It is insignificant 
and not signposted’. We were then required 
to park up on ‘a bend in the road’ and head 
off across ‘a field’ in search of widely spaced 
orange triangles.

Our party consisted of a Canadian, an 
American, two Englishmen and even an 
Australian who we brought along because 
she had done a bit of canyoning. We were 
mostly strangers so there was the usual 
getting to know the basics stuff. It’s so nice 
that when I say that I am from Essex no-
one knows that Essex is the butt of many 
a joke back in England, being renowned 
for easy women, stupid men, cruising cars, 
tracksuits and discos. But two Englishmen 
in the group was one too many so there was 
some embarrassment and ribbing. Intrigued, 
the others wanted to know what being from 
Essex meant to them. After much discussion, 
the correct term in the US was decided to 

be ‘tramp’, in NZ it was ‘Westie’ or ‘Hutt 
Bogan’. Shannon was particularly tickled 
by this term, amusing us all with images of 
Hut Bogans hiding in the bush waiting for 
us. Would Cow Creek be inhabited by a Hut 
Bogan?

We found what we assumed to be the 
correct unmarked road, unremarkable bend 
and requisite field, and set off. Shortly, we 
met a man coming the other way with a pack 
full of dead deer parts. Not a bad effort for 
an hour’s walk in. He asked of our plans, and 
when I told him we were heading for Cow 
Creek Hut he looked a little surprised. ‘Far 
out. That’s a good 6 to 7 hours’. Rubbish, I 
thought. Jonathan Kennett had it as 4.5 hours 
and I’d already lulled my punters into a false 
sense of laziness with these times. What did 
he know anyway? Quite a lot as it turned 
out. While we made good progress across 
farmland and along the track that runs high 
above the gorge, pausing only to admire 
a family of pigs and piglets along the way, 
things quickly ground to a halt as we hunted 
around for the route up to Cow Saddle. 
Luckily Rory turned out to be an ace orange 
marker spotter and track finder. Not a bad 
skill to have at all—Rory’s place on the team 

THE RUAMAHANGA GORGE
Swimming down the river
by SPENCER CLUBB

BELOW: The swimming team
Photos: SPENCER CLUBB
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was guaranteed. 
When we got down to Cow Creek the 

map showed a small detour across the 
bridge, which unfortunately added another 
half an hour. The hut was about 50 metres 
away, but you’d never know it. Even Rory 
could not spot the small orange triangle way 
off to the right and shielded by undergrowth 
indicating the direct route across the river. 
Boy were we ready for the hut. It looked 
inviting. There was smoke coming out of 
the chimney. But with 6 bunks and 5 of us 
it wasn’t looking so good. Would it be full 
of Hut Bogans? We struck gold though 
with a solo tramper, Emille, who was very 
accommodating and claimed not to mind 
when I cranked up my rocket propelled stove 
at 6 am the next morning. The plan was to 
boil the billy outside, thus only creating half 
the decibels, but it was incredibly windy and 
not feasible. The wind was so bad in fact that 
the river was blowing backwards through the 
air. Crossing it was deeply unpleasant—the 
combination of an early start, cold water and 
cold wind certainly put a dampener on the 
day. Was the gorge going to be this bad? If 
so, forget it.

The first section of the gorge apparently 
involved no swims so we headed down river 
in our normal tramping attire. The river was 
a bit bigger than I was expecting and may 
have been up a little bit, but it seemed doc-
ile enough. It was pretty easy to cross and 
we soon got into a routine of hooking up for 
stability, before our confidence grew and we 
crossed mainly solo. One or two times it was 
pretty deep and I could feel the chill above 
that line where it gets suddenly chilly! On 
one occasion, when I was clutching the wall 
of the canyon with my fingertips, wading 
deeper and deeper into the unknown, Rory 
looked at me from the bank and said ‘You 
know Spencer, when I’m hanging off of a 
sailing boat and we are listing at 45 degrees, 
I’m thinking to myself, I hope the skipper 
knows what he’s doing...’.  He tailed off. 
I hoped I knew what I was doing as well.

At the designated point where the river 
really starts to gorge, and after some pretty 
deep wades, we stopped for lunch and 
donned our wetsuits. We looked pretty 
comical, especially wearing wooly hats. It 
wasn’t exactly warm! At the first really deep 
pool I went first, in order to demonstrate to 
my punters the fine art of packfloating. With 

5 mm wetsuit bottoms on I was feeling pretty 
invincible. I got in and freezing water flowed 
over the top of my wetsuit and onto my chest. 
It was much colder than I was expecting! I 
gasped and tried to say,it’s not too bad, but I 
think the two words that preceeded those (the 
second word was ‘me’) meant that far from 
looking relaxed my punters suddenly started 
to look worried, as they reluctantly took the 
plunge into the icy water. Brrrr!

Once in and acclimatised, everyone 
enjoyed the feeling of floating effortlessly 
down the river. We were pretty buoyant, and 
there was a slight current, enough to make the 
pools swimmable in as lazy a fashion as you 
could hope for. The walls were vertical and 
the vegetation lush. It was a pretty amazing 
gorge that I felt lucky to be enjoying. It was 
cold though. After each pool my hands were 
freezing. Doing up gaiters or shoe laces 
became a mission and operating a camera 
was no easy task.

After a couple of hours of deep pools 
and gravel beaches we reached the end of 
the main gorge section and celebrated with a 
snack and some warming up. The sun made 
an appearance and the going became much 
easier, with the more traditional approach 
possible of crossing and re-crossing the river 
as it meandered towards civilisation. The 
river was beautiful here too—it looked like 
perfect fly fishing terrain. The pools were 
just deep enough to float down if you felt the 
need to be aquatic, and there was the odd little 
rapid that you could throw yourself down 
on purpose, just for the fun of it. We made 
good time and arrived at the final bend on 
schedule. Debbie just couldn’t resist going in 
for one last dip before we bush bashed back 
to the fields and the van. I was feeling pretty 
stoked and I think so were the crew.

When we got out we were hungry. Pete 
announced that he was ready for a ‘dirty pie’. 
I knew exactly what he was talking about. 
The only time you can enjoy a dirty pie is 
after tramping. Or possibly with a hangover. 
Or after a few beers. Any other time and it is 
just plain unhealthy and wrong. You know 
it’s wrong. The pie warmer slowly breeding 
bacteria, the plastic wrapper, oozing plastic 
toxins, the gristle, the cheese, the fat. The 
Dirty Pie. In the end though, we couldn’t go 
past the kebab shop in Carterton. The dirty 
pie was dodged and we remained cleansed 
from our swim for a while longer. 
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From the archives
An ascent of Mount La Perouse

by Tony Gazley

When we arrived in Fox it was raining. No surprises 
there. But the forecast was for a short spell of settled 

weather in a day or two. That was not only surprising but 
just what the three of us wanted to hear. We had planned 
this trip a long time ago and it was really only by good 
luck that Paul from Greymouth, Trevor from Palmerston 
North and me all ended up arriving with all our tramping 
stuff in the township on the same day.

We decided to start immediately even if it was still wet 
and get as far up the valley as possible and hopefully be 
in a good position to climb Mount La Perouse (3,078 m) 
when the weather cleared.

The next day dawned grey with mist around the 
high peaks but was dry in the valley. We got a lift to the 
highway bridge across the river early in the morning and 
with light packs set off up the valley. There was no track 
but we knew that in places we could expect to find old 
blazes and markers still remaining after the Ruth Adams 
rescue in 1948.

In that year Ruth together with Ed Hillary and 
guide Harry Ayres had climbed the South Ridge of Mt 
Cook—a first ascent. They then went on to climb Mt La 
Perouse from the Hooker Valley. On the descent Ruth 
slipped and was held on a belay but the rope broke and 

she was hurt in the fall and unable to walk. There were 
no helicopters for an instant rescue in those days so she 
had to be carried out on a stretcher. It would have been 
almost impossible to safely lower the stretcher back 
down the steep crevassed slopes to the Hooker therefore 
it was decided to get her out down the Cook River. So 
she could be carried through the dense West Coast bush 
down a narrow and rugged gorge they had bushmen from 
the coast cut a rough track the whole length of the river. 
It was undoubtedly the most arduous mountain rescue in 
New Zealand’s climbing history. And although the track 
had long overgrown and dissappeared back into the bush 
it was the markers they left that we hoped to follow as 
best we could.

For the first few hours we bashed our way just 
wherever seemed the easiest—there were no signs that 
anybody had ever been this way before. Then eventually 
we picked up a few blazes on the trees and although the 
going was not really any easier at least we knew we were 
following the best route and not likely to become bluffed 
against the river. It was slow and tiring travel but just 
what we had expected so there were no complaints.

We kept struggling on throughout the morning and 
were just about to stop for a rest when we heard voices. 
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This was something we 
certainly hadn’t expected. 
We met the group coming 
the other direction who 
turned out to be from the 
Tararua Club. They had 
much the same plans as 
us but told us the sorry 
story of getting part way 
up the valley and being 
caught in the last spell of 
very wet weather and now 
wet themselves and out of 
food were heading home.

They wished us better 
luck and after some lunch 
we carried on. And again 
we were able to follow 
blazes for a while only 
to lose them for long periods. It was frustrating to be 
expending so much effort and making such slow progress 
but by late afternoon we knew we didn’t have too far to 
the end of the bush.

The last hour or so was easier travel on the boulders 
right against the river and we made much faster time to 
the grass at the end of the moraine flats. Here we were 
greeted by wide open areas and the most amazing sight 
of whole terraces covered in Mt Cook lilies in full flower. 
It was a stunning picture and we lay down to rest and 
take it all in.

It would have been nice to just collapse and stay there 
for the night but we still had an hour or so of daylight 
which meant we had time to get to the rock bivy 500 m 
further up the West Ridge of La Perouse. It was a real 
struggle to get going again but we finally made it to the 
comfortable rock shelter which had a wonderful view of 
the surrounding countryside and small icebergs floating 
around in the pond outside the entrance. We cooked a 
quick meal and were soon 
asleep with the alarm set 
for an early start next 
morning.

Predawn next day 
was crispy cool and clear 
with no wind—a perfect 
summit day. We set off 
with our head torches up 
the rocky spur towards 
the West Ridge proper. It 
was mostly easy climbing 
and when we reached the 
snow at daybreak we put 
on crampons and carried 
on over the firm frozen 
surface. A few steepish 

sections in the ridge kept us concentrating but we didn’t 
feel the need to rope-up and belay. 
At about 8 am we stepped onto the broad summit with 
the most wonderful 360 degree views imaginable. There, 
right in our faces just across the Hooker Glacier stood 
Mount Cook and above us its mile long summit ridge. 
In the opposite direction we could look down the whole 
length of the Cook River where we had been struggling 
the previous day. And all around were the other highest 
peaks in Mt Cook Park.

The weather that had been so unkind to the Tararua 
party was now perfect—there was not a breath of wind 
and only a few low valley clouds out to the west. We 
felt in no hurry to leave and so we stayed on the top 
for well over an hour pointing out peaks, passes and 
climbing routes we had been over together on previous 
trips, and just enjoying a very special day in such perfect 
conditions.

Eventually though we turned and started down. We 
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collected our remaining gear from the bivy as we passed 
and headed further down to the soft grassy meadows and 
the masses of lillies at the far end of the river flats. Here 
we pitched our tent under a flowering wineberry tree with 
a view straight up the La Perouse Glacier to the high peaks 
of Cook, Tasman and Dampier together with many others 
not much lower. It was a spectacular place to camp—the 
most amazing view together with all the creature comforts 
we needed.

We had originally planned to head up the glacier in the 
morning and then cross Harper Saddle into the Hooker 
and finally out to Mt Cook village. But from the summit 
we had seen that there was a lot of fresh avalanche debris 
covering our route in many places, and we also noticed that 
there were already a few wispy high clouds moving in from 
the west—the likely forerunners of the next spell of wet 
weather.

So we decided that because we had just had the perfect 
summit day we would take the easier option and head back 
the way we had come. We counted ourselves so lucky and 
we just didn’t feel the need to push ourselves further.

The next day there was a high overcast but it was warm 
and calm again. The trip back down the valley seemed so 
much easier than coming up, and we were back in Fox by 
early evening. This year we all had different trips to follow 
so we went our separate ways but we had long ago planned 
where we would be meeting for our little West Coast 
adventure the next summer.

PREVIOUS PAGE: The 
La Perouse Glacier with 
Mt Cook right, Mt Tasman 
left

OPPOSITE TOP: The 
Cook River. Mt La Perouse 
left skyline

OPPOSITE BOTTOM: 
Mount Cook lillies for miles

TOP: The Cook River and 
moraine flats

LEFT: The west face of Mt 
Cook and part of the mile 
long summit ridge. The Low 
Peak right. The High Peak is 
out of photo to the left
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IN A BIT OF A JAM
by HARRY SMITH

One thing I like about New Zealand is that you can find odd nooks and crannies of wild country that 
nobody has ever heard of, even serious trampers and outdoors people. Who has ever heard of Jam 

Hut, Hornby Bivvy and Cuckoo Saddle? Yet they are located little more than 100 km from downtown 
Wellington.  

Jam Hut lies on the far side of the Seaward Kaikoura Range, in Jam Stream, a tributary of the Clarence 
River. Years ago I did a trip there led by Allen Higgins, across the Seaward Kaikoura range via George 
Stream, George Saddle, and Doddemeade Stream. I like this Marlborough country—it’s big, remote, 
rugged, dry and sheltered from the prevailing westerly weather, with unusual vegetation. There is none 
of your usual trudging knee-deep through Tararua mudbaths or getting tangled up in West Coast jungle. 
Upstream from Jam Hut on the way to Haycock Saddle we passed through an amazing gorge whose 
walls in places rose sheer for 200 metres or more above the stream bed. I was keen to visit Jam Hut 
again, to pass once more up this gorge, and this time to follow Jam Stream down to its confluence with 
the Clarence. And so it was that I put my name down on the trip schedule to lead a three-day trip there 
back in October 2011.

My original plan was just to go in and out over George Saddle and spend a day in the middle doing 
two half-day trips without a pack up and down the Jam. But the idea of doing a round trip was appealing. 
To the north-east of Jam Stream was a block of rugged country I had never been into before.  Barry 
Dunnett’s guidebook to the Seaward Kaikoura Range gave a brief description of this area. It talked of old 
stock routes and said that in combination with George Saddle it would provide a good three-day round 
trip. Sven Brabyn in one of his guidebooks also briefly described a trip through here, although he noted 
that it was ‘not a usual sort of tramping trip’. And so the plan evolved—we would do a three-day loop 
trip—day one over the tops from the mouth of George Stream to Hornby Bivvy, day two into Jam Stream 
and upstream to Jam Hut in the morning followed by a side trip up through the gorge to Haycock Saddle 
in the afternoon, and day three out over George Saddle and back down George Stream.

And so it was that on Friday morning we found ourselves following a farm vehicle track up the steep 
face of the range from the George Stream carpark towards Point 917.  Strapped to my pack I sported 
one of the more unusual items of equipment I have ever carried on a tramping trip—a large pair of 
hedge-clippers!  On our previous trip to Jam Hut with Allen Higgins we had encountered vast expanses 
of wild rose briar in the catchments to the south of the Jam. Rose briar is nasty stuff—it is like tramping 
through fields of barbed wire. It will rip you to shreds. We had only been able to get through one stretch 
by following along in a stream bed underneath it. Further south, on another trip, a bulldozed 4WD track 
provided the only way through. I remember one particular spot where we had to get into a stream bed and 
had a choice of bashing through rose briar or through matagouri. We unanimously chose the matagouri 
as the easier option, almost benign by comparison. Those who have had experience of bashing through 
matagouri will appreciate what that says about briar! I didn’t recall seeing any briar in the Jam itself but 
it seemed quite likely that we could encounter it in the unknown country we were heading for. I knew the 
enemy and had come prepared! 

From Point 917 the range levelled off and we followed an old fenceline up broad, easy tussock ridges. 
We stopped for lunch just below Black Hill, four hours after leaving the carpark. So far we were right on 
schedule.  The weather was magnificent and we had stunning views across the Clarence Valley to Tappy 
and the other high peaks of the Inland Kaikoura mountains, rearing up into the sky, clear and snow-
capped. The sun was shining and the trip was going like clockwork. All seemed right with the world. 
How little did I realise what was to come…

From Black Hill the map showed a choice of three possible routes to Hornby Bivvy:
1) Westward right along the range to Mackintosh Knob, then northwards down the major ridgeline 

leading over Point 1,241. Barry Dunnet had talked about an old Black Hill Stock Route, and although his  
description was a bit cryptic, this seemed to be where he was saying it went.
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(2) Westward along the range as far as Point 1,348, then northwards down Ben Spur to Cuckoo 
Saddle, drop down from the saddle into Snowgrass Stream, and climb out up to the bivvy. Both Barry 
Dunnet and Sven Brabyn described the route between Cuckoo Saddle and Hornby Bivvy, although both 
descriptions were very brief. 

(3) North along the range to Point 1,184, then north-west down the spur into Bob Stream at the foot 
of Cuckoo Saddle, cross over Cuckoo Saddle to Snowgrass Stream, and climb out to the bivvy.  Neither 
guidebook mentioned this route but the map suggested it might be a faster way to Cuckoo Saddle than 
Ben Spur. 

As the weather was good we chose to take the route via Mackintosh Knob. It seemed the most direct, 
with the best views. And as it was following ridgelines all the way it would most likely be free of briar. 
We hadn’t actually encountered any briar yet, we were too high up for that, but Snowgrass Stream 
seemed a likely place for the enemy to be lurking.

The travel was easy at first, following a derelict old fenceline along rolling tussock tops. But at 
Point 1,410 the fenceline and the tussock suddenly ended and the ridgeline ahead became a lot rougher-
looking. To the left was a yawning vertical drop into George Stream, many hundreds of metres below. 
To the right the ridge dropped off in steep shaley slopes. You could probably get along it but you would 
have to be very confident and sure of your footing. If you slipped you could potentially slide a long way 
and do yourself a lot of damage. Further up ahead, the climb up onto Mackintosh Knob looked steep and 
nasty, although it was hard to be sure since we were looking at it face-on.

I looked at the ridge ahead, aghast. I hadn’t been expecting this! The map gave no indication that 
this was what it would be like. Nor had Barry Dunnett’s description. He had talked of an old stock 
route—if this was really a stock route, the shepherds must have lost a lot of sheep! Maybe it would go 
but there would clearly be a high risk factor. As far as I’m concerned, the first rule of trip leading is to get 
everybody back alive. The decision seemed clear. ‘Come back!’ I called out, ‘we’ll drop down Ben Spur 
and go via Cuckoo Saddle instead’.

We retreated back along the range and headed down Ben Spur, which provided good travel. 
Geologically, this is unusual country. The mountains have been rising rapidly over the last few million 
years under the influence of strong tectonic forces. At the same time the rock is young and easily erodible. 
As the land has been rising, the rivers and streams have been cutting down. The result is a landscape 
of very steep-sided ridges and spurs, eroded faces and ribs, dissected by deep, entrenched streams and 
gullies. Larger streams have cut deeper than smaller ones, leaving hanging valleys with vertical lips.  
There is little bush, only some scrub, and most of the steeper slopes are bare of vegetation, making them 
completely impossible to travel up and down. In similarly steep country elsewhere you could at least 
hope to find somewhere where you could clamber up and down hanging onto the trees, but not here.  The 
tops of the spurs tend to be bare and rounded, with a thin layer of ball-bearing-like scree on top of a hard 
under-surface—possibly my least favourite type of surface to travel on and one where it would be very 
easy to slip and injure yourself.

As we descended the spur I examined the far side of Snowgrass Stream opposite the saddle and it 
looked just awful—steep dissected cliffs and slatey ribs. It appeared vertical, or near enough, with no 
obvious route and nothing to hang on to.  The side stream coming down from Hornby Bivvy descended 
out of a hanging valley, dropping into Snowgrass Stream over a large waterfall. Somehow we had to 
ascend those slopes if we were to reach the Bivvy. Barry Dunnet’s guidebook had said to ‘navigate 
carefully over the spur’, but God knows what that meant or how or where you could do it.

As we approached Cuckoo Saddle even the descent into Snowgrass Stream from the saddle seemed 
awful. At first it looked like we could get down in an open area free of scrub just before the saddle itself 
but we dismissed it as too steep. Then we found what looked like an animal track on the saddle heading in 
the right direction. It led out into the top of an open gully that dropped very steeply down into the stream 
150 vertical metres below. David and Mike headed into the top of the gully to investigate, but I didn’t 
like the look of it. You might get down it, but it was very steep, and if you slipped you would bounce and 
slide a long way, and you probably wouldn’t live to tell the tale. Again I thought of the first rule of trip-
leading—get everybody back alive. ‘Come back up’, I called out; ‘we’re not going down there’.  Safely 
back up on the ridge, our options seemed to have all gone. 

Already I was contemplating an alternative plan. At the foot of the saddle down to our right was 
a large flat in Bob Stream where we could clearly camp, and from there we could do an alternative 
trip eastwards over Calf Saddle and Totara Saddle, down to McLean Stream and back out to the road, 
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abandoning the trip to Jam Hut completely. It would be a complete defeat but I could see that it would 
go ok and be safe. But both Barry Dunnett and Sven Brabyn had described a route up to the saddle from 
Snowgrass Stream—surely it must be there! Unfortunately while I had read their route descriptions I 
hadn’t bothered to photocopy them and bring them with me and that now seemed like a serious mistake! 
What exactly had they said? We had one last try. We pushed on along the spur a bit over a small rise and 
found ourselves on a slightly lower point of the saddle. And there, leading out to the left, we spotted some 
track markers! Yes! We had found it!

The question now was, did we still have time to get to Hornby Bivvy today? It was now after 5 o’clock 
and we didn’t know what was ahead of us. If there was a marked route down into the stream, we reasoned, 
there most likely was a marked route up out the other side as well, but the other side still looked awful. 
And the stream itself looked narrow and would most likely offer no place to camp. Down the other side of 
the saddle, on the other hand, the broad open flat in Bob Stream lay beckoning. I was keen to at least drop 
down into Snowgrass Stream and investigate the route forward, but Mike persuaded me that it would 
be of little use, that we would most likely just end up having to climb back up out of it again, and that it 
would be better to head down into Bob Stream immediately, camp for the night, and come back up to the 
saddle and try Snowgrass Stream in the morning. 

After a bush-bash down a gully into Bob Stream, Mike and David found a good camping site under 
some trees. We had dinner and Dmitri lit a nice campfire. So we were safe and secure for the night, but 
short of our destination. Hornby Bivvy was still a long way away across some difficult country. But the 
track markers on the saddle had given us confidence, and relaxing by the fire with a good meal and a hot 
cup of tea inside me I was sure that if we got away early the next morning we could still complete the trip 
as planned. How little did I know…

Next morning we headed back up to the saddle. This time we followed an old fenceline up and it was 
much faster than the way we had come down. David led off down the other side following the markers 
we had discovered the day before, and although they soon vanished the going was relatively easy through 
steep bush and we soon reached the stream bed. As we headed off downstream my hopes were raised that 
the way to the bivvy would prove easy after all. 

In this country, that was clearly tempting fate too much! Rounding a corner, we were brought up short 
by the sight of the stream disappearing over a sizeable waterfall just ahead of us. Damn! An old iron 
peg hammered into the rock on the left indicating that people had used a rope to get down here, but we 
didn’t have a rope. Dmitri thought he could climb down, but I sure as hell knew I couldn’t, and I wasn’t 
prepared to let anybody else risk it either. Again I thought of the first rule of trip-leading: get everybody 
back alive. It appeared we were completely cut off. But there was one last option: a narrow ledge on the 
right. Investigating this we found a rope dangling down to the bottom of the waterfall from a tree! Saved 
again!

A short distance further on we came to the small side stream leading down from the Bivvy. A short 
distance up this side stream was the waterfall which descended from the lip of the hanging valley above. 
Somehow we had to get up there! It seemed impossible, but we knew there must a way if Mr Dunnet 
and Mr Brabyn were to be believed, and scrambling up the stream was the only possible option, so up 
the stream we scrambled. Here we discovered a steep gully or runnel leading up the hillside to the left of 
the waterfall that looked like it would go. The others scrambled up and disappeared over the top. I was 
leading from the back (a polite way of saying I was going slow) and lost sight of where they had gone. 
I found myself wrong-footed on very steep ground slightly to the right of the easiest line. I carefully 
retreated a few metres with a curse and tried again. Soon I was at the top where the others were waiting 
for me. Beside them was a marker pole indicating the top of the gully! Again we had done it, finding the 
only possible route!

From the top of the gully a long traverse up and over bare spurs and bushy gullies eventually brought 
us out onto the easy grassy slopes of a pleasant little hidden valley, and there in the middle of it stood the 
bivvy. We had made it and it was time for lunch! 

We were now half a day behind schedule, but sitting on the soft grass beside the neat and tidy bivy 
contentedly munching lunch in the warm sunshine with the clear waters of the babbling brook twinkling 
in the sunlight below us in the bottom of the gentle pleasant valley, it seemed that all our problems were 
now behind us. We had conquered the difficult bits and what lay ahead would clearly be a doddle. Barry 
Dunnett promised us a good spur down to the confluence of the Jam and the Clarence, and I knew Jam 
Stream would be easy, open travel. Rafting parties on the Clarence walked up to Jam Hut all the time. 
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If we travelled fast I reckoned we should still be able to get to the hut by mid to late afternoon, and we 
would still have time for a late afternoon jaunt up through the gorge we had come all this way to see. 
Perhaps by this stage I should not have been so confident…

From the bivvy we clambered up to Point 799 and the start of the obvious spur leading down over 
Point 754 to the confluence of the Jam and the Clarence. The top of the spur was flat but the sides were 
very steep and seemed to drop an awful long way, and an uneasy feeling began to creep over me. The 
contours on the map at the end of the spur were very closely spaced—would we be able to get down?

Abruptly the easy travel ended and the spur plunged steeply downwards. Far, far below us, we could 
see the Clarence flowing deeply entrenched between vertical walls. It looked completely awful, and once 
again I could do nothing but stop and stare, aghast. What more could this country throw at us? I would 
be having words with Mr Dunnett if I ever saw him about his good spur…

David scrambled down out of sight to investigate the descent ahead. He was gone for a long time and I 
began to fear the worst. A slip in this country would almost certainly be fatal. Eventually, to my immense 
relief, he did reappear and reported that the way ahead was hairy. But by now I had already decided that 
we were not going down there. The first rule of trip leading was still to get everybody back alive and 
we were going back up. To hell with the spur! Sven Brabyn had described a different route into the Jam, 
down a sidestream leading west from Point 968, and we would go that way instead. This joined the Jam 
halfway between Jam Hut and the Clarence so we wouldn’t get to visit the confluence, but I could live 
with that.    

Across a deep side stream to the south of us was another spur, and I realised now that this must be the 
one Barry Dunnet had meant! The end of this one, though steep, looked relatively gentle by comparison 
to the one we were on, and was certainly do-able. That’s where we should have been! But by now Sven 
Brabyn’s stream looked like it offered the simplest and quickest route. We climbed back over Point 799, 
dropped through the saddle at the head of Hornby Stream, and followed the ridgeline up towards Point 
968 where we dropped into the head of the stream.

The stream proved slow and scrubby travel. By now any serious hope of getting to Jam Hut in time 
to do a side trip up through the gorge was clearly gone, but I was still quite confident of getting to the 
hut that day. Sven Brabyn had described the route and his was a more recent and clearly more reliable 
guidebook than Barry Dunnett’s. If he went down the stream then it was obviously a better, easier, more 
reliable route than Mr Dunnett’s spur. 

By this stage I was feeling pretty tired and was looking forward to the end of the day. Not doing a 
side-trip up through the Jam gorge would be a disappointment but by now I would be happy just to get 
to the hut. After what seemed a long time travelling down the stream we suddenly spotted a marker 
pole in the distance, fifty metres ahead of us down the stream.  Yes! We had done it! Sven Brabyn had 
mentioned a poled route up into the stream from the Jam, and this must be it. We stopped and had a rest. 
We chatted. We broke out the candy bars. I felt relaxed and happy. All my worries were over. All our 
troubles were now clearly behind us. We had come through ok. In a few minutes we would doubtless be 
in Jam Stream, and in another hour at the most we would be relaxing in Jam Hut at the end of a long and 
tiring and frustrating day. I was already mentally sipping a cup of tea in front of the fire in the hut, boots 
off and dinner on the boil. 

Shouldering our packs, we merrily followed the marker poles down the last stretch of stream. Then 
we came to the end of the stream and I stopped dead in my tracks. All my joy and happiness drained out 
of me on the spot. I stared ahead, once again aghast at what I saw.

 To our right the stream plunged 20 or 30 metres down a waterfall over a hideous vertical cliff.  To our 
left an even higher and more hideous vertical cliff dropped down to the floor of the Jam itself. In between, 
a kind of narrow, rocky, sheer-sided relic spur curved out into empty space. Plonked on the very end of 
it, surrounded by vertical drops like one of those ludicrously inaccessible golf-hole marker-flags in those 
joke books about the world’s hardest golf courses, was another marker pole. 

I looked at this in disbelief. My vision of soon being at the hut collapsed around me. This couldn’t be 
happening to us! Surely that couldn’t be the route! Surely we didn’t have to go out there! It was hard to 
see how you would even get to that ludicrously positioned pole, let alone what you would do beyond that. 
Surely this must be someone’s idea of a sick joke! 

Looking around, we discovered a ledge leading around the right-hand side of the spur. This must be 
the route, there was no other possibility, but it looked absolutely awful—narrow and exposed with a sheer 
drop below it. David and Dmitri went out along the ledge to investigate while I just stood there, rooted 
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to the spot, silently contemplating how much I was going to enjoy tossing Sven Brabyn onto the raging 
bonfire that was already consuming Barry Dunnett if I ever got out of this poxy hellhole alive. 

After a long, worrying interval, David came back and reported that the route ahead was the hairiest 
thing we had encountered so far. And that was just getting to the marker pole at the end of the spur—
from there he hadn’t been able to see any obvious route down into the valley below. Now David is a 
Serious Mountaineer—David has climbed Cho Oyu and lots of other serious mountains, and if David 
says something is hairy, it’s hairy. Actually, I didn’t really need David to tell me it was hairy, I could 
see it was hairy just by looking at it from a safe distance, but it was good that he had gone and taken a 
closer look and confirmed it. And once again I thought of the first rule of trip leading: get everybody back 
alive. They say a man about to be hanged experiences a sense of calm and relief at the very end when he 
finally realises that it’s over, that no possible hope of escape exists, and so I felt now. This was final—we 
couldn’t get down, we wouldn’t even try and get down, we weren’t going to make it to Jam Hut—not 
tonight, not at all on this trip. By unspoken general agreement we turned around and headed back the way 
we had come, back up Sven Brabyn’s accursed stream. Jam Hut was now just a distant dream. We had 
passed a large grassy clearing about an hour ago on the way down and we could camp there.  By this stage 
I was feeling completely knackered—this was my first tramp in months and I was unfit—but fortunately 
David and Mike in particular still seemed to have plenty of energy.

That evening I lay there in my tent wondering whether perhaps we had given up too easily. The route 
is in Brabyn, and there are marker poles—surely it must go! Maybe with an hour of careful work we 
could have made it down. And then we would have been in the Jam, it would have been an easy wander 
up the broad, open valley floor, and we would now be relaxing in front of the fire in Jam Hut instead of 
camping in a clearing in the middle of nowhere. But I knew that that hadn’t really been an option. David 
and Mike may have been able to do it, and possibly Dmitry, but I would have been trembling in my boots. 
And the risks were just too great. One slip and you were dead—it was as simple as that. If we had been 
fresh at the start of the day and had had a climbing rope to protect the route I would perhaps have been 
prepared to give it a go, but neither of those things were true. We were tired, we didn’t have a rope, and 
mistakes would have been very easy to make. One slip and you were dead. A quip from the great Earnest 
Shackleton sprang to mind, explaining why he had turned back 97 miles short of the South Pole: ‘I’d 
rather be a live donkey than a dead lion’. I was happy we had made the right decision.  

The only question now was how the hell we were going to get out of this God-awful place. We had 
spent two hard days getting to this spot and we were due to get picked up at the George Stream roadend 
the next afternoon by Sharron Came and Tony Gazley, who were doing their own climbing trip to Mt 
Manakau. Short of calling up a chopper we seemed to have six possible options:

1) Have another look at the descent out of the mouth of the stream down into the Jam. Maybe it would 
look better in the morning when we would be fresh.  But it almost certainly wouldn’t, so this would 
almost certainly just waste a couple of hours travelling back down to the mouth of the stream and coming 
back up yet again.

2) Head back up the stream and go down the other spur to the confluence of the Clarence and the 
Jam, the one that went over Point 884, go up the Jam to Jam Hut, and out the original intended route over 
George Saddle.  I was sure now that this was the spur mentioned by Barry Dunnet and that it would go, 
but this would take a long time and would almost certainly involve an extra day by the time we got out.

3) Head back up the stream and up the leading spur to Macintosh Knob and hope we could get along 
the main ridgeline to Point 1,410. This would be a quick route if it went, but the ridge between Point 
1,410 and Mackintosh Knob had looked pretty unpleasant when we had looked at it on the first day. 

4) Head back up the stream and up the spur to Mackintosh Knob, descend down off the back of 
Mackintosh Knob to George Saddle and out down the George. This would avoid the ridgeline between 
Macintosh Knob and Point 1,410, but would it be possible to descend from Mackintosh Knob to George 
Saddle? On my previous trip over George Saddle we had actually seen a couple of hunters apparently 
heading up that way from the saddle but it had looked very steep and slatey and unpleasant. It was an 
unknown and potentially dangerous option.

5) Head back up the stream and part-way up the spur towards Macintosh Knob, then cut across the 
headwaters of Snowgrass Stream to Ben Spur, thus avoiding the climb to the top of Macintosh Knob 
and the unpleasant traverse along the main ridgeline to Point 1,410 completely. I was reasonably sure 
that Barry Dunnett’s Black Hill Stock Route went down the spur to the west of Hornby Bivvy, so if it 
didn’t go along the main ridgeline and over the top of Macintosh Knob itself it must go through here 
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somewhere. I had looked at this possibility as we were coming down Ben Spur the previous day and it 
had looked like it may go, but it was hard to be sure, and even if it did, picking a route into and out of the 
headwaters of Snowgrass Stream might be slow going. But if it did go ok, it would offer a fast route out. 
We may even get out in time to get the ferry. (Barry Dunnett had thoughtfully referred his readers to the 
provisional 1942 mile-to-the-inch topo map, which apparently showed the position of the Stock Route, 
but curiously enough, copies of the provisional 1942 mile-to-the-inch topo map had been somewhat hard 
to find in the shops before the start of the trip.)

6) Retrace our steps completely and head back the same way we had come in. This was the safest and 
most reliable option, we knew it would go, but I was unsure whether we could get out in one day when it 
had taken us two to come in, and we may end up having to spend another night out. In addition, although 
it probably wouldn’t bother most of the others, I knew that I personally would not be looking forward to 
the descent down the steep slope beside the waterfall from Hornby Bivvy into Snowgrass Stream.

In the morning there seemed to be general agreement that the only serious option was to go back the 
way we had come in. We packed up and headed back up the valley. The travel seemed better now that we 
knew the route and were fresh, and by mid-morning we reached Hornby Bivvy for a quick stop. 

As expected, I didn’t enjoy the descent from Hornby Bivvy. Thin scree on top of steep rock is 
unpleasant going and I was taking it carefully at the back. When we reached the final descent gully I 
noticed Mike had stayed back to wait for me at the top, and I was grateful for it. I took it slowly, sliding 
down most of it on the seat of my pants. It may have looked ungainly but I didn’t care—it was safe.

Once we were all safely down in Snowgrass Stream I relaxed. I knew now that we would get out 
ok. There was still the waterfall in the stream up ahead with the rope to clamber up, and the ascent back 
up to Cuckoo Saddle, but neither of those should present any problems. From Cuckoo Saddle it was 
still a long grunt back up Ben Spur to the main ridgeline and along to Black Hill, but it was completely 
straightforward. And we had been making good time compared to on the way in, since we knew the 
route and weren’t mucking around. My worries about having to spend an extra night out evaporated—we 
clearly weren’t going to get out on time, if we were slow we may still end up having to do the descent 
from Black Hill to the roadend by torchlight, but we were definitely going to get out that day.

From Cuckoo Saddle Mike went ahead, hoping to get a message out to Sharron and Tony if he could 
get cell phone coverage at the top of the spur. I staggered up in the rear, feeling my lack of fitness. For 
a while a strong wind came up, making it unpleasant going. At the top we paused for a rest and learnt 
that Mike had got through to the others. They had given up on us and had been heading back to Picton. 
Sharron had done some fast work and had managed to rebook us on a later ferry, and they were on their 
way back to pick us up. All that now remained was a wander back along the range to Black Hill and 
down to Point 917, and a long trudge out down the farm track to the carpark. Tony and Sharron turned up 
shortly afterwards in the van and we were able to relax on our way back to Picton.

And so ended an unusual and unexpected trip to a little known part of the country. Thanks to everyone 
on the trip for hanging together and not complaining when it didn’t quite turn out as intended, and to 
Sharron and Tony for coming back for us and rebooking the ferry! Now that I’m safely back in Wellington 
and several months have passed, I even feel generous enough to spare Barry Dunnet and Sven Brabyn 
from immediate immolation on that blazing funeral pyre!

But even though it didn’t go according to plan this is a trip that I would still do again. Now that we 
have a better idea of the country and know the route I am sure it would make a good three-day round trip, 
as originally intended. Day one: head through to Hornby Bivvy via Black Hill, Ben Spur and Cuckoo 
Saddle. I would take a rope in case the one at the waterfall in Snowgrass Steam goes missing or if 
anybody feels the need of one on the climb up out of Snowgrass Stream. Day two: take the spur over 
Point 884 (just about the only route we didn’t try!) down to the confluence of the Clarence and the Jam, 
then up the stream to Jam Hut. If you start at Hornby Bivvy in the morning I think you should get to Jam 
Hut in plenty of time for a side trip up the Jam through the gorge to Haycock Saddle in the afternoon. Day 
three: out over George Saddle and down George Stream. 

Oh, and finally, what about the hedge-clippers? Well, sure enough, we did encounter some wild rose 
bushes on the trip. There were two of them in total—both beside the George Stream carpark!

Punters: David Jewell, Mike Phethean, Dmitri Alkhimov, Marie Henderson, Harry Smith.
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A MIDSUMMER DAY’S DREAM
by BRIAN

The room was warm with the sun streaming in the 
window and I was lying back in my most comfortable 

chair. I had the maps of the Seaward Kaikouras spread 
out on the fl oor and I had just read two stories in the 
latest club newsletter that were especially interesting. 
Both were records of attempts to reach the often talked 
about but never visited Jam Hut. Over the years I had 
wondered if this hut was just a myth—after all the map I 

had didn’t show any hut by that name and nobody I knew 
had ever been there.

The fi rst trip report concerned a determined effort 
by an international WTMC expedition lead by the 
redoubtable Harry Smith Esq. However, even with two 
members who had been high in the Himalayas the trip 
was a spectacular failure. Not only did they not reach 
the hut but they ended up returning late causing much 
inconvenience to others who were not directly involved 
with them.

The second expedition was a ragtag attempt by 
two club members who should have known better than 
to try and reach the hut at night. Their attempt ended 
ignominiously on George Saddle when in the darkness 
and a gale they couldn’t fi nd a way down the other side 
and were reluctant to return back down the diffi cult 
terrain they had just climbed. 

I shut my eyes and thought to myself that maybe now 
was the time to fi nd out if there really was a Jam Hut, or 
was it indeed all a wonderful story grown larger in the 
telling. This would now be my quest—I just needed to 
think a bit how to go about it...

I was sailing across the Strait early on a fi ne morning 
with enough stuff for three days in the mountains. Later  
at the road end at George Stream I shouldered my pack 
and in a determined frame of mind I set off. 

Travel up the stream was at fi rst relatively easy—
smooth dry rocks and easy 
crossings meant I made good 
time. But later the stream 
narrowed and became gorgy 
and there was a waterfall that 
involved a climb into the 
bush to get past. Just beyond 
here I came to a small patch 
of gravel by the stream with 
the letters WTMC clearly 
spelt out in stones. This was 
obviously the last desperate 
camp site of the retreating 
pair of the second club 
expedition. Their poignant 
message made me think for 
a moment that there were 
more hardships in store 
for me than perhaps I had 
imagined. Nevertheless I 
paused only briefl y before 
continuing onwards towards 
George Saddle. 
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But before too long the 
sky turned from clear blue  
to a dense low misty drizzle 
and I began to have doubts 
about fi nding my way easily 
anymore. After a good bit 
more climbing and by keeping 
a close watch on the map and 
compass I determined that I 
was directly below the low 
point on the ridge. Now I 
just headed straight up and to 
my pleasant surprise out of 
the gloom loomed the saddle 
almost straight ahead.  Standing 
on the ridge the way down the 
other side was obvious even 
in the gloomy daylight but I 
could imagine the diffi culties 
of the others trying to fi nd it in 
the blackness only by the light 
of their head torches.

So I traversed along the 
wobbly ridge a bit to the top of the long scree extending to 
the creek below. I could bounce down here in long sliding 
strides but had not gone far when I sped past a penwiper 
in full fl ower. I skidded to a long stop and climbed back 
up. Penwipers are transient plants somehow growing in 
screes at over 1,000 m, and are normally very diffi cult to 
fi nd and never occuring in large numbers. I had only ever 
seen one in fl ower once before, and I felt excited to fi nd 
one again and so sat for a while, especially marvelling at 
how any plant that appeared so 
delicate could survive in such 
an inhospitable place.

While we waited the mist 
cleared and the valley of the 
Doodemeade Stream opened 
up below. and I sensed now 
that  things were really going 
my way and that nothing could 
stop me from reaching Jam 
Stream that afternoon—and 
the chance to search for the 
object of my quest.

I bade farewell to the lonely 
penwiper wishing it well and 
continued on down the fun-o-
slide scree. Then the next few 
hours were easy river travel 
down a valley, steep at fi rst, 
then more gentle, with mostly 
sparse vegetation but there 
were yellow fl owers growing 
among the rocks alongside 

the gently fl owing stream and  alpine daisies growing in 
crevices in the rocks in the vertical valley sides. Well out 
of reach of the goats that lived in the valley these pretty 
fl owers tempted me but at fi rst there was nowhere I could 
climb to reach them either. I stopped briefl y for a rest at 
one point and looking about me could see a place where 
I thought I may be able to climb to a pair of fl owers with 
their golden faces shining in the sun.
With a bit of dodgy scrambling I made it to the small 
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ledge where they grew and sat with my legs hanging 
in space over the edge. The daisies had a grand view 
of the valley below and to my mind they made a very 
pretty couple. We had a long conversation about life, the 
universe and everything then when we grew bored I left 
and climbed back down to the stream. Looking back up 
I could see them still nodding silent agreement in the 
gentle breeze. 

I continued on my merry way down valley and before 
much longer I arrived at the junction with Jam Stream. I 
was now very close to the object of my quest—but so far 
it had seemed all too easy and I wondered if there would 
really be the dissapointment of nothing to fi nd at all. 

Just past the junction there was a cairn built on top 
of a large bolder. This was defi nitely a sign. But a sign 
of what? I headed into the scrub along a sparse trail and 
then—in a clearing without any warning stood a hut!

I felt instantly elated and disappointed at once. Here 
was the end of my quest but not in the way I expected. 
My vision was that if it existed it would be an old hut with 
character and painted orange with a rusted corrugated 
iron chimney and a creaky door. But before me stood a 
sparkling new-looking edifi ce with aluminium joinery 
and a shiny stainless steel chimney, and painted a light 
PC green. Inside it was spotless. It seemed more like a 
small beach cottage than a tramper’s mountain hut.

Nonetheless it was Jam Hut. The sign fi xed to the front 
wall said so in bold letters. I took the hut book outside 
and sat in the bright sunshine reading all 12 pages. Built 
in 2004 it is seldom visited—and only a few North Island 
names appeared. I couldn’t bring myself to stay there for 
the night as I intended so after returning the book and  

having a last look around I 
closed the glazed aluminium 
door and wandered rather 
sadly back to the Jam Stream 
junction. I had found the hut 
alright—my quest had ended 
but not as I had expected. 

Not far upstream there 
was an obvious grassy 
terrace that looked inviting. 
When I got there it was 
the most perfect campsite 
I could have imagined. A 
large fl at area with soft grass 
and surrounded by delicately 
scented manuka trees in full 
fl ower. It was idyllic and my 
spirits rose again. I pitched 
the tent and made a drink of 
tea. It was warm, still and 
quiet except for the gently 
babbling stream below. I 
could lie in the grass and just 
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listen to the silence. Later I cooked tea and although I 
had the tent I slept out under the nearest manuka with 
overhanging branches laden with brilliant white fl owers.

In the morning I wandered up the Jam to fi nd a 
‘spectacular’ gorge. I passed through some that were 
certainly interesting but nothing that fi tted the description 
I had been given. Maybe it was just me or maybe I didn’t 
go far enough. I returned to camp just as the mist began 
to descend again around the high peaks. I decided then 
that I would leave a day earlier than planned—after 
all my quest had ended and a trip out along the tops as 
planned was not going to be possible with dark cloud 
covering the ranges.

I packed slowly and then headed off back the way I 
had come. The valley was still in the sun and it was warm 

and calm and I didn’t hurry. But later as I began climbing 
towards the saddle the mist turned to light rain and I 
needed my parka. On the ridge a brisk easterly blew in 
my face and now it was my turn to peer into the gloom to 
fi nd a way down back into the George. Nowhere seemed 
easy and I went left then right looking for the least worst 
place but I didn’t particularly like anywhere very much. 
Eventually I had to go somewhere so I took the fi rst 
tentative step onto the crumbly rock below. Suddenly 
my foot slipped...

I woke with a start. What happened? Where was I? I 
looked around. I was still in my comfortable chair. The 
club newsletter was lying with the maps on the fl oor. Of 
course! It had been a wonderful dream! It had to be—real 
trips are not that good. Just ask Harry.
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