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Lukas Kirchner near High Peak on Aoraki/

Mt Cook after a climb of White Dream 

(IV, 4+)on the south face and a night 

at Middle Peak Hotel. Lukas and Gavin 

then completed the Grand Traverse as 

well as an extra traverse of Mts Dampier, 

Vancouver and Malaspina. GAVIN LANG
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Marino Mountains, 

home to a new six-

pitch route The Spruce 

Goose (24), established 

by Peter Allison and 

Tom Hoyle. TOM HOYLE
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  LEFT Christina Rivett climbing the Eric Talmadge classic Creative Confusion (27), 

Paines Ford. DEREK THATCHER  

  FOLLOWING PAGE Alec McCallum demonstrating enviable hip flexibility on Cyrus The 

Great (30), Little Babylon, Fiordland. TOM HOYLE  

  ABOVE The Taranaki Climbing Meet once again took place at the end of February. At 

the meet, old classics received new and loving attention, such as Lionel Clay's engaging 

30-metre arête Terminal Dive (23), here climbed by Richard Thomson. JOHN PALMER
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Alastair McDowell takes in the sunrise views towards Aoraki / Mt Cook 

from the summit of Mt Graham. To see more about Alastair and other 

members of the New Zealand Alpine Team, visit: www.alpineteam.co.nz 
GAVIN LANG



GIMME SHELTER

I COULD hear the rain ease on the Homer Hut 
roof. It wouldn’t be long before the river dropped 
enough to make my escape. Once I put ‘seizures’ 
down on the Scrabble board, I thought it best to 
get going. I’ve never scored 131 in one word before 
and I was concerned for my safety, as Erica’s frus-
tration grew with yet another defeat. I wondered 
if my luck would extend to my amphibious jam jar 
making it to State Highway 9.

I made it out from Homer with only some bits of 
stuff getting ripped off the bottom of my car. The 
rest of our valuable climbing taonga, representing 
the very best of New Zealand rock climbing, got 
pulled out later thanks to Civil Defence and Sir 
Richard Hays’ BK. The hut got just a little bit of 
water on the slab outside the doors. When you 
look at the damage on the road, you can appre-
ciate the sound placement of this hut. It’s times 
like this that I appreciate the importance of these 
and other huts that enable regular access to our 
wild places in a world sandwiched between the 
forces of nature and the burgeoning pressure of 
day tourism.

Earlier in the summer, I hopped into the Aoraki 
DOC office for a chat about huts. I spend a lot 
of time at Tasman Saddle Hut and sometimes 
Kelman. Kelman has shifted on its foundations, 
and over the years damp and leaky cladding has 
compromised the available beds and quality of the 
experience of staying there. Tasman Saddle sits 
on a promontory in an exposed setting. Known for 
being opinionated, I offered my latest. ‘One new 
hut at Tasman Saddle might not be the best Idea.’ 
Ray and Dave (ancient rangers) were all ears. 
Dave even gave me his business card. Ray tended 
to agree that Tasman Saddle is quite an exposed 
setting suitable for more experienced folk to visit. 
Kelman is a bit more user-friendly, with a safer 
run-out.

I suggested making two huts like French Ridge 
Hut (20 bunks each), and placing one at Kelman 
and the other moved to the fresh yet stable 
bedrock that emerges every season north of the 

Tasman Saddle toilet. Why a French Ridge-style 
hut? Firstly, it has stood the test of time. Secondly, 
it has a functioning layout that includes a warden/
ranger/guide's room and 20 public bunks. One 
of the other forces of nature that we have to deal 
with every season is the recession of our glaciers. 
The geo-tech report appears to support the con-
tinuation of structures at both sites, which is a 
relief to me when Murchison Hut has now closed 
due to an imminent land slide (in geological time).

The first hut to fall victim to glacier recession 
during my time in New Zealand was Hooker Hut in 
the early ‘90s. This was the result of major wash-
outs combining with moraine wall collapses. As of 
this year, the same phenomenon has now cut off 
Ball Shelter to the public. When I look at the wash-
outs, the moraine wall collapses and the threat of 
rock fall over the years—resulting in the loss of so 
many historic shelters—it’s clear our sanctuaries 
have to migrate further up the glaciers to the per-
manent névé regions and the more stable bedrock 
that pokes out. 

Don't get me wrong: the soon-to-be-installed 
‘Mid-Tasman Bivvy’ will help in enabling small par-
ties to move around more, but it’s time to get our 
capacity up to its former strength. Kelman used to 
sleep 26 and Tasman Saddle 16 at a push. We’ve 
lost 10 beds to Kelman’s deterioration. Tasman 
Saddle works with 10 max. This is why I’m propos-
ing two huts. Kelman was built to accommodate 
the increasing number of ski-touring visitors. Last 
winter, there were 42 people in these huts trying 
to find a bed during one fine spell. Plateau had 
a lot of nights at capacity too. Overcrowding is a 
real issue. The popularity of ski-touring, including 
a surge of interest in the ‘Symphony on Skis’ jour-
ney, certainly points to the need to preserve good 
shelter options in this area. By getting the avail-
able bed nights back up, the commercial guiding 
companies, who contribute a significant propor-
tion of hut fees collected, will be able to occupy a 
much smaller proportion of the overall available 
beds. This summer, overcrowding was an issue too 
for me and my fellow guides, including the highly 
popular NZAC High Alpine Skills Courses, which 

will struggle to find a place if they get any bigger.
I’d like this two-hut option to be considered, 

and would hope to see all with vested interests 
get in behind DOC in an effort to expedite this 
plan. After the more acrimonious debates around 
air access in the Hooker valley and the subsequent 
stalemate around the park management plan, 
wouldn’t it be great if we could all pull together 
and future-proof our shelters at the head of the 
Tasman? Some collaboration to replace the acri-
mony would go a long way.

Perhaps a steering group from DOC, NZAC, 
NZMGA and CMC could focus on the fundraising 
and building of these huts. I’d even invite the FMC 
on board, as long as they leave the rottweiler at 
home! The NZAT should get on board too, as even 
new age ‘trailpinists’ need a place to start their 
stravas from. 

It was handy having a previous prime minister 
to funnel the cash for the Plateau build, but I sus-
pect Jacinda is rightly focused on getting families 
out of garages and cars at the moment, so we’re 
on our own. In all fairness, DOC has always relied 
on private donors to make good huts. If we get 
our act together, we might find some of them 
willing to help. 

-Paul Rogers

THIS ISSUE’S PRIZE GOES TO:  
PAUL ROGERS

WRITE 
& WIN
Send us a letter 
and you’ll be in the 
draw to win a

$100 
CACTUS OUTDOOR 
GIFT VOUCHER!

MAD ROCK GEMINI KEYLOCK BELAY CARABINER
The Gemini carabiner with Reactive Gate Technology eliminates the danger of the 
carabiner flipping into a bad alignment and cross loading while also providing the ability 
to open both gates simultaneously for ease of use and safety.

SUBSCRIBE TO THE CLIMBER
NEW ZEALAND’S CLIMBING MAGAZINE
Subscribe now to The Climber for only $28 for one-year subscription (four issues), 
and go into the draw to WIN a Mad Rock Gemini Keylock Belay Carabiner,  
thanks to www.gearshop.co.nz
Please email us at office@alpineclub.org.nz to set up your subscription.

The best place to buy top 
outdoor brands at great prices
www.gearshop.co.nz

Since 1987 Bivouac Outdoor has been proudly 100% New Zealand owned, and committed to providing you 

with the best outdoor clothing and equipment available in the world. Gear to keep you dry, warm and safe 

either in-bounds, sidecountry or backcountry this season. Ski, board and gear hire plus full workshop and 

servicing facilities available this season at our Tower Junction (Christchurch) store.

Photo by Neil Kerr. 
Fraser McDougall & Sam Smoothy  
in the Richardson Mountains,  
New Zealand.

OFFICIAL GEAR SUPPLIER www.bivouac.co.nz
STORES NATIONWIDE
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New Zealand
May - June 2020

 
Tickets On Sale Now

 
www.banff.co.nz
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climbing community.
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ELECTION FOR PRESIDENT

NOMINATIONS ARE now open for the election of President of the New Zealand Alpine Club.  This 
year, the last stage of the transition to the new governance structure calls for the election of the 
next President, with the position to take effect as from 1 October, 2021, when our current President 
will become Past President. In the year from 1 October 2020, the President Elect will join the Board 
to ensure effective succession planning for the oversight of our organisation. If you have a passion 
for the future of the club, an interest in providing leadership to the Board, staff and members, and 
experience which will benefit the club, all the required information is now on our website at: www.
alpineclub.org.nz/the-nzac/club-structure/elections/

NEW CLUB STRATEGIC PLAN FOR CONSULTATION
THE NZAC Board is excited to announce the finalisation of a draft strategic plan, available now for 
comment by members here: www.alpineclub.org.nz/the-nzac/club-structure/club-structure/nzac-
strategic-plan/. This page contains the Board notes to the plan, and the plan itself.

Please direct all feedback to the President.

ICAR/MEDCOM/NZ LANDSAR MOUNTAIN 
MEDICINE CONFERENCE
THIS CONFERENCE is hosted by New Zealand Land Search and Rescue and the International Alpine 
Rescue Medical Commission (ICARmedcom). The theme for the 2020 April Meeting is rescue 
and care at a distance, with focus on Antarctica and the New Zealand Alps. This is a medical 
conference of interest to doctors, nurses, paramedics and mountain guides/ski patrollers. The 
public sessions, held on Friday 17 April, include speakers from New Zealand, UK, Canada, USA, 
Japan and Switzerland speaking on topics ranging from volcanic eruption response to hypo-
thermia. See www.mountainmedicine.nz for more information and registrations.

BANFF FILM FESTIVAL 2020
THE DATES for this year's Banff screenings across May and June are already being booked in. 
Visit www.banff.nz to see when screenings are taking place in your area so as not to miss out 
on this always popular club event.

CNZ CHAMPIONSHIP DATES FOR 2020
CLIMBING NEW ZEALAND has announced the dates and venues for its championship events for 
2020: -CNZ National Speed Championships. March 7, Blake Park, Mount Maunganui.
-CNZ National Lead Championships. All Grades. May 16–17, Extreme Edge, Auckland.
-CNZ National Bouldering Championships for Youth and Masters. June 6–7, Uprising, Christchurch.
-NZ Secondary Schools National Championships. August 31–Sept 1, Extreme Edge, Auckland.
-CNZ National Open Bouldering Championships. September 19, Northern Rocks, Auckland.

Refer to the Climbing New Zealand website for event details and registration: www.climbing.nz
There is also a fresh initiative to bring a regional climbing series back to the Central North 

Island in 2020. The following events are scheduled:
-Turangi - April 4th
-Rotorua - May 2nd
-Hamilton - June 14th
-Taupo - June 27th
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Extend your playground

NZAC Snowcraft and Mountaineering Pathway

Avalanche 
Awareness Course

Competent to travel Mount Cook 
Grade 1+ terrain 

NZAC Novice Mountaineer

Consolidation of 
personal skill set 

through:

• Personal 
Mountaineering

• NZAC Club Trips

• Peer Mentoring

• Refresher Courses

NZAC 
Intermediate 

Mountaineer *
NZAC High Alpine 

Skills Course 

Competent to travel Mount Cook 
Grade 3 and above terrain 

NZAC Advanced Mountaineer
NZAC Leading On 

Technical Ice 
Course

NZAC Sport / 
Trad Climber *

NZAC 
Intermediate 

Mountaineer *

NZAC Basic (Snow) 
Instructor Training 

NZAC Basic 
Snowcraft Assistant 

Instructor 
(First year of 
instruction)

NZAC Basic Snowcraft Instructor

Consolidation of 
instructional skill set 

through:
• Personal 

Mountaineering

• Leading NZAC Club Trips

• Instructor Development 
Courses

• Peer Review

• NZAC Workshops
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Backcountry 
Avalanche Refresher 

Course

* Or equivalent prior experience 

NZAC Basic (Snow) 
Instructor Refresher

Basic Navigation 
Skills Course

NZAC Basic 
Snowcraft

Experienced 
Tramper*

Backcountry 
Avalanche Course Competent to travel Mount Cook 

Grade 2+ terrain
NZAC Intermediate 

MountaineerIntermediate 
Navigation Skills 

Course

NZAC Intermediate 
Snowcraft

NZAC Novice 
Mountaineer*

NEW NZAC INSTRUCTION PATHWAY

NZAC IS pleased to share it’s new Instruction Pathway. This pathway is designed to support our members' progression 
through the various instruction courses that the club runs annually. 

It is exciting that our members are able to progress from a tramping background, through to having the skills, knowledge 
and ability to take on New Zealand’s 3000m peaks. Whilst this is an instructional course pathway, it is important to realise 
that between the courses, members need to consolidate and practice the new skills that they have learnt. Club trips are a 
fantastic way to gain further experience and, following relevant courses, NZAC members should feel empowered to take more 
personal mountaineering objectives.

These courses will continue to be delivered by both NZAC volunteer instructors (for Basic Snowcraft and 
Intermediate Snowcraft) and professional instructors. As of 2020, all courses across the country will be delivering 
(subject to conditions) the same syllabus and course outcomes. Take a look at www.alpineclub.org.nz/alpine-climbing/
pathway/ for the full course syllabus and outcomes.

2019 NZAC VOLUNTEER OF THE YEAR
ANT STEAD has been named NZAC's 2019 Volunteer of the Year for his ongoing outstanding contributions to the 
Auckland Section of the club. Ant has been a core part of the Auckland Section and the Committee for more than a 
decade, holding significant roles as Chair (two years), Treasurer (four years) and Trip Organiser (two years). Ant first 
encountered the club on a snowcraft course and he has since been one of our outstanding instructors for more than 
six years.
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  TOP L-R Howard Rogers, Karl Toppler, Graham Desborough, Mark Cantelon, Dave 

Woods, Keith Moffat and Cameron Milson (front). KEITH MOFFAT

MIDDLE Howard and Mark bolder bash up Ferguson Creek. KEITH MOFFAT

BOTTOM Mark and Karl packrafting the Hunter River with Mt Ferguson behind. KEITH MOFFAT

  PREVIOUS PAGE TOP Kiri Shibahara pretty happy to be starting Legends in the Baking 

(19), The Shelf, Britten Crag. CONOR BOYD PHOTOGRAPHY

PREVIOUS PAGE MIDDLE Bella Domaneschi at Spittle Hill. CONOR BOYD PHOTOGRAPHY 

 PREVIOUS PAGE BOTTOM Becca Hounsell going well on Liposuction (23), The Alcove, 

Britten Crag. CONOR BOYD PHOTOGRAPHY

NZAC YOUTH 
CLIMBING CAMP
BY CONOR BOYD

It’s hard to beat the winning formula for the NZAC Youth Climbing Camp 
established over the past few summers by climbing luminaries Tony 
Burnell, John Entwisle and John Hammond. But with that dream team 

hanging up their boots (well, Youth Climbing Camp boots anyway), and 
ever-increasing demand from enthusiastic young climbers from around the 
country, it made sense to apply a little tweaking for this year’s camp. 

With the Alpine Club taking on more of a formal organising role 
for this year’s camp, the decision was made to base the camp in 
Christchurch’s Port Hills and to increase the numbers to 24 youth 
climbers. A number of the other volunteers from last year’s camp 
are Christchurch-based, and provided a bit of continuity by helping 
out for another year. Climbers arrived from both ends of the coun-
try, Invercargill and Auckland, as well as from Napier, Wellington, 
Christchurch and in between. We split into three groups formed rough-
ly by a vague combination of age and/or experience—but also with a 
view to maintaining favourable impressions of the Alpine Club by not 
swamping any particular crag with nearly 30 people all at the same 
time.

Held during school holidays in January, Mount Pleasant Primary 
School generously provided school facilities for us to use as a base, 
and from there we could forage for crags near and far. There was great 
weather for most of the camp and the school pool got a decent bit of 
use in the evenings. 

Francis Charlesworth, the programme coordinator at the Alpine 
Club, had put a lot of effort over the preceding months into putting 
together a great framework to enable the camp to run smoothly, and 
he kicked it off in style by MCing a great series of outdoor ice-breaker 
activities in the sun on the first afternoon. 

Our three qualified instructors (Sarah English, Asher March and 
Paul Stevens) turned up bright and early the next morning, and after 
spending a little while getting to know their groups and the climb-
ers’ aspirations for the camp, we all headed for crags such as Britten, 
Cattlestop and Albert Terrace. 

Some of the older climbers with experience of previous camps 
pretty quickly identified some nice lines to target, with Where Angels 
Fear to Tread (24), Speights Race (22), Hushpuppy Hitched (26) and 
Liposuction (23) at Britten Crag all getting a tick on the first day. For 
the intermediate group, Cattlestop Crag gave an accessible intro-
duction to Port Hills climbing. The lack of brightly-coloured, careful-
ly-shaped holds was a challenge soon overcome once the climbers 
gained confidence with small rock features.

For most of the out-of-towners, a trip to Kura Tāwhiti / Castle Hill 
was a big drawcard. All three teams headed there for a day (the first 

group was so keen, they’d been up for breakfast before 6am), and one of the teams headed back for a second day later in the week—though 
friction was somewhat 'fluid' due to temperatures pushing 32°C. Highlights of Castle Hill include Run and Jump Slab, which is a classic Castle Hill 
boulder that you need to trust your feet on. One group challenged themselves by climbing barefoot up the steepest route, then with no hands. 
Topping up water bottles from the natural spring in the valley between Quantum Field and Dark Castle after a hot day of climbing added to the 
experience. A speedy trip through Cave Stream was also enjoyed by all.

Huge thanks are due to the instructors for their support of the groups during the week, along with over 15 volunteers, particularly the pair of diligent 
Camp Facilitators who kept things running smoothly back at base camp. Thanks also to the Christchurch-based volunteers who brainstormed with 
Francis over the preceding months to bring it all together. The Youth Climbing Camp is designed to be accessible to all young climbers in New Zealand, 
and as such costs are kept to an absolute minimum. This year’s camp received significant support from both the Rata Foundation and Black Diamond. It 
is great to see that there are organisations and companies that support the club’s vision of fostering youth in the sport.

THE FUTURE OF THE NZAC YOUTH CLIMBING CAMP
Interest for the 2021 Youth Camp has been steadily filtering in to the NZAC National Office and the process of applying to the camp will shortly be final-
ised. With such demand, the Youth Camp is always in need of more volunteers to assist with its delivery. Please do get in touch if you would like to be a 
volunteer on the 2021 camp.

It is likely the 2021 camp will head to Wanaka. If you would like to receive an email once registrations open, email instruction@alpineclub.org.nz.

NZAC NATIONAL 
CLIMBING CAMP: 
HUNTER VALLEY
BY KEITH MOFFAT

We had 28 people pre-register for the camp, plus some 
Nigerians who just needed a little help with a visa. When it 
came time to commit and pay money, the numbers reduced 

to eight, with one of those pulling out at the last minute due to an inju-
ry. On Saturday 1 February, seven campers managed to helicopter into 
Ferguson Hut, four picked up from Makarora and three from Hunter 
Valley Station, where we needed a vehicle for when we came out. 

It rained all day the following day, with a respite in the evening for 
us to wander down to the Hunter River to inspect the rising river level.

On Monday, with a 40 per cent chance of rain in the forecast, we 
decided to explore Point 2161m behind the hut. Just what a 40 per 
cent chance of rain means is debatable. According to Google, it is 
equal to C x A where ‘C’ is the confidence that precipitation will occur 
somewhere in the forecast area, and ‘A’ is the per cent of the area that 
will receive measurable precipitation. All seven of us battled up to the 
bush line at 1200m, where we had lunch in the rain before returning to 
the hut to light the fire and dry out.

Tuesday had a forecast for an 80 per cent chance of rain, and it 
rained heavily all day—the Hunter River was a raging torrent by the 
end of it. It was a day of sleeping, eating, reading, talking and looking 
out the window and commenting on the height of the river. 

Wednesday dawned fine, so five of the team decided to head up 
Ferguson Creek and perhaps put in a high camp above the Ferguson 
Flats to climb Ferguson from the west on Thursday. Moir’s Guide indi-
cated it was 4.5 hours from the hut to the Ferguson Flats, but it took 
eight hours to get there after playing ‘Where’s Wally?’ looking for 
track markers, and bashing through scrub, ferns and beech regrowth. 
It took a while to find a safe crossing of Ferguson Creek, and this 
required clambering up, over and around boulders in the creek bed. 
Just as we entered the flats, we came across a herd of grazing deer. 
It started to rain again as we set up camp, but only lightly. It was still 
raining on Thursday morning, so climbing plans were abandoned. 
Keith, Karl and Mark headed back to Ferguson Hut, while Cameron and 
Howard moved their camp further up Ferguson Creek to wait for the 
weather to clear for their crossing of Wills Pass and walk back to SH6 
via the Wills valley.

On Friday, we had perfect weather to begin our trips back to civili-
sation. Keith, Mark and Karl set off down the Hunter River by packraft, 
only taking four hours to reach Lake Hawea. The river was slightly 
higher than normal, which aided travel over the shallow gravel bars. 
With the assistance of a tail north-westerly wind, the paddlers opted 
to continue down Lake Hawea rather than camping, and made it back 
to the cars at Hunter Valley station by 8pm.

Graham and Dave had intended to walk out to SH6 via the Makarora 
valley by travelling up Scrubby Creek, which lived up to its name, but 
they turned back after losing a lot of time thrashing through bush 
looking for the track. They then opted to walk down the Hunter valley.

For the paddlers, Saturday started with a cooked breakfast at the 
Hawea Café before returning to Makarora to track down the walkers. 
Everyone was accounted for by 5pm and we all began our home-
ward journeys. 
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GEOFF GABITES
BY ROSS CULLEN

In October 2019, Geoff Gabites completed his term as an NZAC 
Interim Board member, ending more than 30 years of involvement 
in NZAC leadership roles. The 2019 NZAC AGM took time to recog-

nise Geoff’s sustained contribution to the club.
Geoff grew up in Timaru and moved to Dunedin when he was a 

teenager. He commenced mountaineering before moving to Dunedin 
and became an NZAC member in January 1970. His energy and enthu-
siasm for all things climbing quickly propelled him to the centre of 
climbing activity in the south. Geoff visited and became a Darran 
mountains enthusiast, leading the development of winter ice climbing 
there together with partners Kevin Rogan, Mervyn English, Duncan 
Ritchie, Nigel Perry and others. Geoff and wife Shelley commenced 
sewing alpine clothing and launched their retail brand Wilderness 
Equipment in the mid-1970s. Geoff was a member of the Dunedin 
Alpine and Cliff Rescue Team (or Farce Rescue, to its members). 

Geoff is a fluent speaker and writer, writing the first Darrans area 
report for NZAJ in 1974 and several more in subsequent years. Who 
better to succeed George Edwards in 1976 as editor of NZAC Bulletin, 
the club’s quarterly magazine during 1946–1992? A 1970s Annual 
Report described it as … ‘a sometimes frothy record of climbing, 
club and social events.’ Geoff recalls how much the editor’s role has 
changed since then. ‘Articles were typed on a manual typewriter. 
Then, when we had enough content, Shelley and I would assemble 
the Bulletin on the kitchen table. We would place typed articles plus 
photos and borrowed cartoons on a landscape format sheet, fix them 
in position with double-sided Sellotape, and take a set of those sheets 
off to the printer.‘ 

After two years in the Bulletin editor role, Geoff moved on when he 
was elected Chair of the Otago Section in 1977, amongst the largest 
and most active sections. A growing family, growth of the Wilderness 
Equipment business, and climbing both in New Zealand and over-
seas made for a busy life. Geoff was a member of the four-man New 
Zealand team that attempted the east face of Ama Dablam in 1980, 
which endured the loss of Ken Hyslop after ice fall on their route. He 
summitted Molamenqing with members of the New Zealand Alpine 
Club team in 1982, Bhagarathi I with Bill King in 1989, and was a key 
contributor to many more overseas expeditions.

In 1986, Geoff and family moved to Christchurch when Wilderness 
Equipment merged with Macpac and became New Zealand’s leading 
outdoor clothing and equipment manufacturing business. Geoff has 
always retained his NZAC membership, and for a while also contrib-
uted to the leadership of the Canterbury Mountaineering Club. He 
was Vice-President of CMC from 1986-1988. In 1989, Geoff became 
President of NZAC and began an almost unbroken 30-year period of 
leadership in the club. 

Many presidents want to complete a project that will stand as a 
landmark for their two-year term. I don’t know whether Geoff was 
hampered by such a goal, but he was always a future-looking and 
alert observer of trends. It is notable that while the club was making 
preparations for its centenary celebrations in 1991, Geoff noted in two 
President’s Page columns the changes that were already occurring as 
rock climbing, sport climbing, expedition climbing and multi-discipline 
sports saw dramatic increases in participation. He commented: ‘Many 
of the diverse issues involved in these areas will need to be resolved 
if the club is to grow and to benefit from the professional structure 

  TOP Geoff loaded up for the Tour Aotearoa brevet. SHELLEY GABITES 

  LEFT Geoff in his youth, Darran Mountains. GABITES COLLECTION 

that has evolved. Equally, the club will need to take a longer-term 
view of its activities in order to achieve long-term goals necessary for 
establishing the direction of the club. To do this, future changes in our 
structure may be necessary.’

The club and the ‘professional structure’ that existed in 1989 were 
modest in scale. In 1989, NZAC had 1544 members, a part-time 
administrator and annual turnover of $180,233. But Geoff’s words 
were prescient. Climbing has continued to evolve, participation in 
bouldering, rock climbing, sport climbing has continued growing, 
and overseas expeditions became readily affordable and are almost 
routine occurrences. And the club has grown, broadened its range of 
activities, changed structure, and become much more professional in 
operation.

Geoff, with insight and expertise honed by involvement in several 
outdoor recreation businesses, has been a significant force in the 
growth and evolution of NZAC during the last 30 years. In 1997, the 
club headquarters moved from Wellington to Christchurch. Geoff was 
Hon Secretary 1997-2001, Headquarters Committee chair 2001-2007, 
Executive Committee chair 2007-2017, and Interim Board member 
2017-2019. Club membership has increased to over 4500 today, and 
the club provides accommodation, instruction, publications, recre-
ation advocacy, insurance, entertainment and more to its diverse 
communities. Five staff coordinate and deliver many services from the 
Home of Climbing, and annual turnover has grown to $1.4 million. 

Continuity in leadership is valuable, particularly in a not-for-
profit organisation that relied heavily on voluntary effort during its 
first century, but needed to move towards more use of paid staff 
to both coordinate and deliver services to a growing membership. 
Recruitment, salary negotiations, purchase of new premises, adop-
tion of IT and the web, and coping with the disruption caused by 
earthquakes all require time and energy, business expertise and some 
wisdom. Geoff has been on hand in governance roles helping make 
decisions and steering a way through those and many more challeng-
es, sustained by the pizza delivered to club/HQ/Executive Committee 
meetings. He has an engaging personality, institutional and climbing 
knowledge, a quick grasp of new information, a willingness to be 
decisive, and numerous outdoor recreation contacts that have been 
recognised and valued by 15 Presidents and six Executive Officers/
General Managers that Geoff has worked with between 1989-2019. 

New income streams are invaluable in enabling growth to occur 
in organisations. NZAC was extremely fortunate that Geoff saw an 
opportunity and travelled to Banff, where he met key Banff Mountain 
Film Festival players and established the relationship that enables 
NZAC to screen Banff movies each year. In 2019, NZAC showed Banff 
films to 25,000 people at 27 venues around New Zealand. The income 
garnered each year from screening those films has dramatically 
improved the finances of each New Zealand Section and provided 
income that could be used to hire staff in the national office, who 
deliver a growing range of services to members.

 Geoff’s contribution to NZAC and to climbing have been recog-
nised on at least two earlier occasions. He was elected a Life Member 
of NZAC in 2005, and in 2015 was awarded the Skills Active Supreme 
Award and the Sport New Zealand Volunteer Award for his outstand-
ing contributions to the outdoors. 

Geoff is participating in Tour Aotearoa 2020, and wrote in a blog 
before departure: ‘At my age, I do know how to suffer, and I probably 
won’t burst out in tears when I get to face yet another damned hill!’ 
May the road rise to meet you, Geoff.

NZAC acknowledges the generosity of Colin Monteath, who gifted a 
photograph which the club will have mounted and framed for Geoff.
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Park Service has taken on that climbers are persona non grata and do a lot 
of damage, which is not true. They’re using climbers as a scapegoat. It is 
true that unmanaged climbers who are less educated in the principles of 
Leave No Trace have created a bit of an impact, but nowhere near as much 
as walkers or 4WD drivers. They’ve banned 90 per cent of the really good 
climbing in the Grampians, yet at the same time they’re building this trail 
right across the range, a major infrastructure project with a lot of earth-
works, bridges, and balustrades, so complaining about climbers who have 
placed a few bolts, almost invisible, and saying climbers have disrespected 
cultural heritage is totally untrue. Chalk is a bit of problem, but it’s man-
ageable. All around the world, climbers face these problems and access 
is maintained by good dialogue between land managers and users, but in 
Victoria it’s not happening that well and I think New South Wales may go 
the same way.

I was made a life member of the ANU Mountaineering Club, but I don’t 
really have that much to do with them except going to occasional events.

You’re a big ambassador for responsible travel and Leave No Trace, 
aren’t you?
Leave No Trace (LNT) was founded in the US with a scientific level of logic 
to try to manage the impact of people in the wilderness, and they came 
up with this good, simple system of minimising it. Every child should be 
taught it. I talked Sea To Summit into supporting LNT in Australia, and they 
still do. No one likes doing an outdoor activity and seeing that it’s been 
impacted negatively by people, or animals for that matter, for example the 
horses in the Snowy Mountains. You’re not going to stop people enjoying 
the outdoors. In fact, I think it’d be a disaster if you did, so it’s a question 
of managing the numbers. I believe people generally litter and light fires 
in ignorance, and if they realised the consequences, they’d stop doing it. 
Some people probably wouldn’t, but the majority would if they were edu-
cated in the principles of LNT. I try and mention it whenever and push it on 

social media. Mostly I’ve been trying to get the government land manage-
ment agencies to take it on their interpretation signs everywhere. It’s a slow 
process, though.

Your first mountaineering experiences were in the Southern Alps. What 
are your fondest memories of those times and how do you think the 
conditions prepared you for the Himalaya?
I walked out to the Olivine Ice Plateau a couple of times, on the second 
occasion staying there for a few days in a snow cave and doing some small 
climbs. On the way out, one of our party became seriously ill at Arawhata 
flats and two of us did an emergency dash in torrential rain out over 
Arawhata saddle to Aspiring Hut to summon an airlift. It was fun to travel 
fast over rough terrain and flooding rivers and wild weather. Then, before 
going to Dunagiri in 1978, Lincoln Hall and I spent a few days traversing 
Nazomi and the south ridge of Aoraki / Mt Cook. A northwesterly storm 
held us up for two nights in a snow cave—it was a good experience to 
feel at home on a long route, no matter what happened with the weather. 
Apart from that, I’ve hardly climbed anything in New Zealand. I got side-
tracked by the Himalaya, but I look forward to discovering the alpine rock 
in Fiordland more.

Aren’t you a member of the New Zealand Alpine Team?
Yes, they’re a group of enthusiasts who have a mixed ice and climbing fes-
tival in Queenstown. They run courses and have good climbers running it. 
They invited me a few years ago and I joined the team and they appointed 
me a mentor. While they have many very experienced climbers, they don’t 
have many who have much experience at altitude, so I complement that 
part.

The Ice and Mixed Festival is brilliant—what I like most about it is the 
sharing of skills and experience. Newcomers as well as those who have a 
good, general grounding in mountaineering can learn and put into practice 
the latest techniques, and get inspired about what is possible. I've been 
three times to the festival, but rather selfishly have only conducted one 
advanced snowcraft course, though I have taken quite a few beginners 
under my wing. It's certainly been a shot in the arm for a somewhat staid 
antipodean mountaineering scene.

Do you keep track of the next generation of Australian climbers and 
what they’re up to? Are there any that you see pushing the envelope?
Yes, I like keeping track. Climbing is enjoying an increase in popularity, 
partly due to gym climbing becoming more popular. I’d say there are quite 
a few world-class, up-and-coming climbers. If I start naming people, the 
problem is I’ll forget someone, but there’s Angie Scarth-Johnson—she was 
a child prodigy—and a few others of her age. Lee and Ben Cossey have 
been top level climbers for over a decade. Tom O’ Halloran is probably 
going to the Olympics, etc.

You seem very fit for your age? Do you have a fitness routine?
I’m fit but I don’t think I’m unusual; there are many people my age who are 
as fit or fitter. I had a bad fall 30 years ago, as a result of which I’ve got an 
arthritic hip, so about ten years ago I stopped running and took up moun-
tain biking. I built some trails around home and it’s a good excuse to take 
my dog for a run. I try to go to the climbing gym a couple of times a week, 
then out on the weekend. I have a routine to keep my shoulders fit—20 min-
utes every day.

What about diet?
I’m fussy. I’m lucky as I have a very good connection between what I find 
tastes good and what is good for me. I’m mostly vegetarian.

Could you still run a marathon?
I could but I find running a bit boring. I’ve never liked races.

Perhaps your best known achievement is the Sea to Summit expedition 
of 1990, on which you climbed Mt Everest from sea level. No one has 
since repeated that feat—why is that?

  Russel Fisher climbing the famous cheval ridge of Malte Brun with Tim in 1977. 

TIM MACARTNEY-SNAPE

TIM MACARTNEY-SNAPE
BY DAN SLATER

Given Tim Macartney-Snape’s reputation in the antipodean climb-
ing community, it would be a criminal waste of valuable column 
inches for me to summarise his achievements here. However, just 

in case you’ve picked up this fine magazine in a dentist’s reception area 
while awaiting a painful procedure, or in a hut on the Milford track while on 
vacation from the northern hemisphere, I will attempt to do so to enhance 
your appreciation of the man’s career.

Born in Tanzania in 1956, Tim used to stare out of his Arusha school-
room window at the cone of Mount Meru, looming to the north-west 
of the town, and dreaming of one day standing atop it. After his family 
returned to Australia when he was 12, he set about realising his mountain-
eering ambitions. Membership of the Australian National University (ANU) 
Mountaineering Club led to expeditions to Dunagiri, Ama Dablam and 
Annapurna II, culminating in a first Australian ascent of Mt Everest via a 
new route on the north face. Other first ascents followed and, in 1990, Tim 
completed the Sea to Summit expedition, travelling under his own steam 
from the Bay of Bengal to the summit of Everest, solo and without oxygen. 
Aside from mountaineering, Tim is best known for co-founding the out-
door gear brand Sea to Summit, named after that expedition, which has 
become a global leader in the industry.

I was fortunate enough to spend a couple of weeks with Tim recent-
ly in Uganda on a trip with Australian adventure travel company World 
Expeditions, for whom he infrequently leads treks. Our goal was Mt 
Stanley in the Rwenzori Mountains of Uganda, where most of our group of 
nine successfully summited Margherita Peak (5109m), a semi-technical climb involving the traverse of some of the last equatorial glaciers left on earth.

Tim was initially reserved and serious, but after a few days the group dynamic gelled and he relaxed into a genial and knowledgeable trip leader, his 
drawn and craggy features quick to crease into a sly smile. Spirits were high the day after the summit, and I talked to Tim as we relaxed with a stream-
chilled beer after a day of descending glorious, foliage-choked valleys through deep and incessant bog. 

Dan: How have you enjoyed the Rwenzoris?
Tim: When you’ve dreamed about going to a place for a very long time, you 
have preconceptions, and the Rwenzoris actually completely exceeded my 
preconceptions. I knew it was going to be muddy so that wasn’t a revela-
tion, but the topography was incredible, the scenery amazing and the plant 
life stunning. But actually what’s made this trip really special is the local 
people we’ve had with us. They’ve all been very, very friendly and helpful.

How much climbing do you do nowadays? Do you think you’ve slowed 
down with age?
Not really. I climb whenever I can. Living close to Sydney, there are good 
opportunities so I try to go every weekend if I can find someone to climb 
with. I’m fussy. I tend to climb more with younger people nowadays, people 
who are younger than me anyway. 

I still do a bit of mountaineering. High altitude climbing has been great, 
but years ago I realised that it was pretty hazardous. Every time you did 
something, you’d get back and people would say, ‘What’s next?’ And you’d 
think of something harder and more out there. It’s like a train line; I know a 
lot of people who got on it and some inevitably came to an untimely end 
because of it. It’s also not good for your brain. Go above 7000m—and I bet 
studies in the future will prove this—and you do long-term damage to your 
brain. You notice it. The first thing that shuts down is your brain. You start 
not being able to think straight. You can’t hold a train of thought. You may 
have noticed that I can’t (laughs). Meeting people like Reinhold Messner, 
you think, yes, there’s a bit of a vagueness there.

So I came up with this brilliant idea of doing exploratory treks, which 
allowed me to do adventurous stuff like small, unclimbed peaks and take 
others with me, and this has been a ploy for maintaining the fix.

Do you still have any major climbing ambitions?
I love the act of climbing a nice line, but my ambitions in terms of altitude 
have come down. I’ve realised that at altitude you spend a lot of time doing 

little climbing, and so it’s more productive to go to lower peaks. You don’t 
spend as much time acclimatising and you get more climbing done, so it’s 
more enjoyable and just as spectacular. A 6000m peak can often be as 
spectacular as an 8000m peak. A trip to Changabang is being organised 
by the New Zealand Alpine Team in May and I’ll decide closer to the time 
whether to go or not. The reason I’m undecided is because, in July, I’m 
doing an exploratory trek in the Karakorum for World Expeditions. I want 
to go up behind the Trango Glacier, to the north of the Latok and Trango 
groups. It’s 24 days including climbing a 6000m peak.

How often do you go on these exploratory treks for World Expeditions?
Mostly I do one to two trips a year, but sometimes none; it varies a lot. It’s 
mostly exploratories that I do, which means I make up an itinerary to a 
place I’m fascinated to visit, and I love taking people off the beaten track. 
I’ve been leading trips for World Expeditions for 40 years, actually. I first 
had contact with them when I went to a slideshow given by the founders 
Goronwy Price and Christine Gee, back in 1978. I’d just got back from my 
first Himalayan expedition, sponsored by the Sydney Morning Herald, on 
which I was the only member of the team to reach the summit. That gave 
me a bit of notoriety, I suppose, and on the strength of that they asked me 
to lead a trek for them, and I thought that was a wonderful opportunity to 
get back to a part of the world I’d become fascinated with.

I don’t lead for other companies apart from World Expeditions, but I do 
some ski touring for a mate of mine who operates a business in Hokkaido. I 
get to take really good skiers. I have got a knack for exploring new places, 
whether it be walking, climbing or skiing.

How involved are you in the climbing community nowadays?
In Australia, I’m a member of the Sydney Rock Climbing Club. I think one 
should give back to the community so I became a member to promote 
climbing and make sure climbers are more accepted by the rest of the com-
munity. We have a big problem here with access. In Victoria, the National 

  Tim Macartney-Snape leading a trek in the Rwenzoris. DAN SLATER 
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  Traversing the Margarita Glacier just beneath the summit, Mt Stanley. DAN SLATER

Because it’s hard! Göran Kropp did something probably more difficult 
because he rode his bike all the way from Sweden. Several people are 
trying the Seven Summits right from the sea, but I’m not really following 
their progress.

You mentioned the other day that you’ve never been interested in win-
ter ascents and polar expeditions. Why not?
I can understand going mixed climbing in winter. That’s fun in a perverse 
way, but I don’t understand the attraction of doing a winter ascent of a big 
peak. That just seems like an exercise in masochism, as does doing a polar 
traverse. It’s not as if the challenge is in finding your way up a technical 
route or enjoying the view, because it’s the same, every day. I get the isola-
tion, I get the challenge, but there are far more interesting things to do in life 
than go to the most barren place on earth and whip your body to extremes. 
Here, for example, you could do some incredible, untracked traverse through 
the Rwenzoris, and every minute would be fascinating because there are 
plants, birds and animals, whereas there it’s just sterile. Ice and air.

The Sea to Summit expedition also spawned your very successful gear 
company. How long were you with the Sea To Summit brand (STS)?
We started it in ’91 and I sold my shares in 2017. I was one of the directors 
and my basic function was marketing. I also had a role in product devel-
opment and company direction, but my desire was never to be full-time, 
because although I like having a role in making management decisions, I’m 
allergic to being in offices. The implementation of those decisions is not my 
forté. My philosophy has always been to employ people who are better at 
that stuff than I am.

Why did you leave?
There was a change of direction in the business which resulted in a differ-
ence of opinion, so I felt it was time to move on.

For instance, I thought there was a great opportunity to have a Sea To 
Summit scholarship, where we sponsored someone, maybe from Uganda 
or Nepal, who was interested in outdoor activities, to get an education in 
tourism or product development. I’d also have put more resources into 
responsible tourism, Leave No Trace for example, but that was a dent in the 
profit margin. The problem with that line of thinking is that—and I knew this 
all along—enough is never enough. You set a goal to get your business to 
a certain level, but when you reach that level, there’s still the same need to 
grow. It’s never enough. It’s like the bigger boat syndrome. You get a fancy 
big boat, ‘Wow, this is fantastic, I’ve made it.’ Then two minutes later it’s: 
‘Oh, they’ve got a bigger boat. Let’s sell a few more dry sacks.’ It’s insa-
tiable, and life is short. I’d much rather be out here now than in an office 
working towards a bigger boat.

Any major things you would have changed in Sea To Summit history?
I think we did pretty well. There’s no doubt that well-designed packaging 
with good information on it was a key to our success, but I think we used 
too much of it. Even back ten years ago, we were using 30 tonnes of poly-
propylene per year. That’s a lot of plastic. It’s probably three or four times 
that now. It’s too much.

Does it still give you a thrill to see the Sea To Summit name everywhere?
Yeah, I guess you could say that. It was a great thing that we started. We 
saw a gap in the market for accessories, which no-one took seriously. 
Companies made accessories to use up all the off-cuts and things like that, 
but it’s the accessories, things like dry sacks, the compact towel, the pocket 
shower, all little things that cumulatively make your life in the outdoors a lot 
more comfortable without burdening you with weight. The ambition was to 
start off with accessories and down the track make more major products, 
and our first foray into that was sleeping bags, then sleeping mats, then 
lightweight shelters. I think they were a fantastic achievement. Our design 
philosophy was to never make a ‘me too’ product, but to start from scratch, 
even making dry sacks. You’ve got to have something that’s actually inno-
vative. Don’t just copy others.

Are you proud of your business success or do you look back and only 
see mistakes?
I’m proud of it. I did have a business that was unsuccessful for a long time 
though. It was with a university skiing friend. We started an adventure trav-
el company that actually World Expeditions ended up buying—Wilderness 
Expeditions. We used to run ski touring trips in the Snowy Mountains, and 
rafting. It’s a hard business to be in, and in the end I gave up after about 
four or five years.

Do you have any other business interests?
There’s one still under development. The business is called Wejugo. It’s an 
app, but the hope is that it will be a platform for outdoor users to plan trips. 
It has all the information to make planning a trip with others much easier. 
You build a profile to log your trip details and photos and all that, and share 
them with the group. Also, part of the app is a big safety factor and an 
environmental responsibility factor. All the information on how to behave 
appropriately, all your medical details are there, accessible by emergency 
services in the event of a rescue. And also it will have the ability to log your 
visitation to an area, so it’ll be of interest to land use managers. There’ll 
be beacons at trail heads where the app will log on automatically, so park 
users will know who’s gone where, and they can use that information to 
plan for the future. On the commercial side, it could be used by gear com-
panies to see what gear people are using and, for instance, promote recom-
mended products on the gear list.

Interesting. When do you expect that to be ready?
Well, maybe next year? (laughs) 

You’re also part of the World Transformation Movement. Could you 
summarise that in a sentence?
Well, we’re actually in the process of—and this may sound like a big call—
saving humanity. I firmly believe that if there is to be a future for human 
beings, they have to understand what being human means, how conscious-
ness originated and how that resulted in becoming a victim of the human 
condition, which is a conflict between instinct and intellect. It’s a realisation 
that fundamentally we are good, but every human born becomes insecure 
immediately because we don’t find the love our instincts expect… cue 10 
minutes of explanation (for more information, visit www.humancondition.
com).

Can you see yourself retiring from business altogether in the future?
Look, I understand someone who’s got a desk job or a farm, or whatever, I 
can understand retirement from that perspective, but I think I’m fortunate 
that … retirement? What am I retiring from? I don’t want to retire from 
what I do because I’ll just do it anyway, as long as my body keeps function-
ing, and if it stops functioning, I’ll just tone it down a bit. Well, I’ll have no 
option, will I?   C
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With multiple crag closures across the North Island and uncertainty over future access to crags around the country, a new New Zealand access 

entity is set to emerge, while the NZAC looks to take a leadership role in nurturing relationships with landowners—including iwi. 

A recent Facebook post asking about access to North Island crags 
prompted some good-humoured comments about moving the 
giant rock pebble outside Homer Hut, in Fiordland, to the North 

Island.
Others quipped that there are so many closures in the North Island that 

the new local was Arapiles—in Australia.
Other comments were less hilarious. Some openly questioned the right 

of iwi to have a say over climber access to land, prompting responses 
about how such publicly-visible comments could only hinder the cause.

Access issues seem to have become more acute in recent years 
with the closure of Whanganui Bay, Mangaokewa, Castle Rock and the 
Auckland Grammar School Rockwall—among others.

And then, in December, Declaration Crag at Arapiles was closed until 
further notice after the discovery of some indigenous art, sparking fears 
about future access to the trad-Mecca. 

Those fears are partly due to the closure last year of almost 40 per 
cent of the climbing areas in the Grampians—including renown areas such 
as The Gallery, Eureka, Millennium Caves and Hollow Mountain Cave—in 
order to protect ‘natural or cultural values’ including rock art, according 
to the area's management plan.

So what is happening to our beloved climbing areas, why, and what can 
we do about it?

The crux of many issues seems to be the relationship between land-
owners/managers and the climbing community, which hasn’t exactly 
endeared itself towards iwi, farmers or conservationists over the decades. 

Some fear that the cultural divide between climbers and these groups 
is too great and the future will only see more closures. Others see enough 

cultural crossover—a love of the land and one’s interaction with it—to be 
more optimistic.

But the current, dire situation could use a helping hand, and one seems 
to be on its way.

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?

Closures can be for a number of reasons, and each area has its own 
unique issues. 

Poor behaviour of land users, regardless of whether they’re climb-
ers, has been cited for the closure of Mangaokewa last year pending a 
review of the management of the reserve. Drivers doing donuts in the 
carpark and the toilets being vandalised were suggested as reasons for 
the review.

Iwi also often have a hand to play. Climbers have been in negotiations 
with the Mauao trust about the future of climbing on Mount Maunganui, 
while a trial period for Whanganui Bay has been postponed after some of 
the Ngāti Te Maunga Trust Board wanted further hapu consultation.

Meanwhile Ngāti Huarere placed a rahui on Castle Rock following a 
climbing fatality in 2018. The rahui has since been lifted, but climbing 
remains banned while negotiations between climbers and mana whenua 
continue.

Legal liability has also been an issue, and came into sharp focus with 
changes to health and safety legislation in 2015. Legal advice on those 
changes contributed to the closure of the Auckland Grammar School 
Rockwall, which remains closed as the school looks to stabilise the wall to 
ensure its safety.

WorkSafe NZ—the health and safety regulator—clarified the law chang-
es last year, saying that a landowner/manager is only responsible for risks 
arising from the work and workplace, and not for those arising from rec-
reational activities.

But former NZAC president and current NZAC board member John 
Palmer, who has discussed legal liability with WorkSafe, says the law 
could be clearer for land managers such as DOC.

‘If a business manages the land, then there is an obligation to take “all 
practicable steps” to ensure that the business’ work does not harm any-
one, including visitors,’ Palmer says.

‘If a land manager asks a lawyer about the risk of letting climbers onto 
land under its management, the lawyer is not going to say that there is no 
risk because the legislation is vague.’

Even if behaviour is perfectly angelic or the relationship is built on 
mutual understanding and friendship, new landowners/managers—or 
existing ones—may simply decide that they don’t want climbers on their 
land anymore, which has happened at Smith Rock in the Wharepapa 
region. 

‘Public access for walking or climbing or any other activity can’t be 
forced,’ Palmer says. ‘You’re completely at mercy of the landowner or 
manager, or whoever interests they have to have regard to.’

He says while access issues are not new, they are becoming more acute 
due to the sport’s increasing popularity.

‘We have more rock climbers than ever. And it’s only going to get 
worse as climbing gets more popular and the remaining crags are getting 
more stretched.’

Compounding matters is that there is no single organisation that 
speaks or acts for the climbing community. But such an entity, which 
could have a definitive list of closed crags and offer guidance to climbers 
who want to help, is in the works.

AN ACCESS FUND OR TRUST

Palmer has been at the forefront of efforts to address access issues and 
has proposed a New Zealand organisation similar to the Access Fund in 
the US and elsewhere around the world.

He put a proposal before the NZAC board last year that was supported 
in principle, and is now putting a more detailed proposal together for the 
board's consideration.

His vision is for the NZAC to fund its initial creation. It would then use 
that money to hire an access officer, perhaps part-time at first, who would 
source ongoing funding, such as from corporates—The North Face or 
Black Diamond, for example—or from subscribers who pay an annual fee.

There are, for example, thousands of rock climbers who are not NZAC 
members because they find it doesn't offer enough for the $115 annual 
fee, but who might pay something like $20 a year to an entity to help 
keep crags open.

‘Once a good level of funding is achieved, the access officer would 
act as an aid resource to coordinate and advise access efforts across the 
country,’ Palmer says.

‘I might have rung that person and said I have an issue at Whanganui 
Bay. They can say they have this knowledge in relation to crag behaviour, 
a code of conduct and a sample access agreement, a web-based system 
where climbers pay and agree to the code of conduct etc, and a history 
of the negotiations with iwi—useful resources that can be used to resolve 
issues. What the entity can actually achieve would be directly related to 
how well funded it is.

‘And some of those funds could come from the Government—the 
Backcountry Trust (which is mainly funded by DOC and seeks to maintain 
huts and tracks for outdoor enthusiasts) has got millions of dollars.’

An access entity with deep pockets could also contribute, for exam-
ple, to track creation and maintenance in an area, as well as compost-
ing toilets.

‘And in a dreamland, the purchase of crags,’ Palmer adds.
This has happened in the US, where the Red River Gorge Climbers' 

Coalition has teamed up with the US Access Fund to buy land and 

preserve access in perpetuity for recreational purposes—though this 
costs millions.

Palmer also points to the QEII trust model, which protects private land 
for its cultural and natural value. This is now in place for the Jardines 
boulder field after Dick and Jillian Jardine gifted the land to ensure pub-
lic access.

NZAC president Lindsay Smith says that the previous interim NZAC 
board had been lukewarm on an access entity, but the current board, 
which took charge in October last year, is supportive.

The board will meet again in March 2020 and consider the club's annual 
plan and budget, including how much money might be needed to set up 
the access entity.

'I’m reluctant to put a figure on it because that’s what we’ve asked 
John to do for our next board meeting,’ Smith says. ‘But to be fair, we’re 
looking at $20,000 to $40,000 for the first year, and that would fund an 
access officer half-time.'

‘What’s worried me for the last five or six years is this sort of creeping 
inaction, that we’re just quietly seeing crag after crag disappear and 
fire-fighting on a case-by-case basis.’

The fire-fighting tends to come from caring volunteers who try to 
negotiate with landowners with whatever resources they can muster, 
he says.

‘The power of an access entity is that it becomes a proactive body that 
constantly thinks about the issue. Five or six years ago, here in Dunedin, 

The
Access 

Conundrum
BY DEREK CHENG

  ABOVE Kristen Foley on Barabbas (25) at Mangaokewa, near Te Kuiti, a crag closed to 

climbing in 2019. Mangaokewa was a popular North Island crag largely because it has a few 

unique attributes—limestone and overhanging walls. TOM HOYLE

  LEFT Jana Wold climbing  Bizarete (21), at Whekenui—considered the best wall at 

Whanganui Bay and possibly in the entire North Island, but currently closed. TOM HOYLE
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we had no idea who owned the land where all the crags out at Long Beach were on. We hadn’t even thought about whose 
land we were climbing on. If you don’t know that, then you’ve got no idea what could possibly go right or wrong. 

‘I’d like to think one of the key things that would come from this organisation is a much more planned approach, where 
someone could do ownership checks of common crags—things like that.’

The access entity could also approach farmers to clarify legal liability.
‘My daughter and son-in-law are farmers who think if a climber falls on their land, they’ll get sued,’ Smith says.
‘When the guy came round and did their health and safety plan, he told them not to let visitors on their land. So there are 

all these consultants telling farmers not to let anyone onto their land, and we’re sitting here passively not doing anything 
about it. And then the crags close and you’re on the back foot.’

Smith says that although access is always one of highest priorities in the NZAC members' survey, it has been ‘well down the 
list in terms of planned activities’—but that is changing.

‘In our new strategic plan, access is one of the things that sits right at the top.’
Palmer says it will take half a year or so to put together a proper proposal and, if NZAC approves, to get the entity up 

and running.

NUTURING RELATIONSHIPS WITH LANDOWNERS/MANAGERS, INCLUDING IWI 

Many closures are linked to iwi and, whether you like it or not, iwi have certain rights towards land and land use that are 
enshrined in New Zealand law.

That means that iwi will often have a say on the use of land where crags are based, if not as the private landowner then as 
the land managers or as holders of customary rights to that land.

NZAC board member and Simpson Grierson environmental lawyer Gerald Lanning says while some climbers treat access as 
a privilege, others need to wise up.

‘We need to get smarter and more respectful in understanding that it’s not our land, and it’s a real privilege to climb there. 
The history is that we’ve treated these areas effectively as public, and we’re entitled to go there no matter what. That needs 
to change.

‘Whanganui Bay, for example, I’m aware of stories from the early days. We just didn’t think about it as someone else’s land, 
basically. We now understand that it’s not only of deep cultural significance, but it’s where people live, and if I had people 
traipsing across the back of my land and going climbing, without respecting my concerns or relationships with the land, I’d 
probably get a bit pissed off as well.  And for tangata whenua, the concerns and relationships are deeply significant’.

When he was NZAC President, Palmer says he was somewhat surprised to find that the club had no formal strategy around 
iwi engagement and relationships.

‘For whatever reason, NZAC does not present an especially iwi-conscious public face. From the outside looking in, it is diffi-
cult to see what weight or thought is given by the club to these issues.

‘But that is also true of the wider climbing community. It just hasn’t been a priority.’
Smith agrees that the NZAC—which leans heavily on volunteers and volunteers' time—has not had a strong focus on foster-

ing relationships with iwi at an organisational level. But that is also changing, as the board finalises a five-year strategic plan 
that is now available for feedback (www.alpineclub.org.nz/the-nzac/club-structure/club-structure/nzac-strategic-plan/).

‘One item we’ve put in there is a specific line item which talks about building relationships with iwi and hapu in each area. 
That’s something the new board is very aware of. We have been very passive about forming relationships with iwi in particular.’

A CLASH OF CULTURES?

Crag closures are hard to take for climbers who often feel they are respectful stewards of the land who bring money, envi-
ronmental values and good vibes to the communities they visit.

But that is not how climbers are often perceived by non-climbers, Palmer says.
‘Climbing is seen as a dangerous fringe activity. It has low validity in the minds of non-climbers. Climbers are frustrated as 

they feel dismissed and not taken seriously as a group, even though they feel they leave no trace and handle the environment 
very responsibly, that they should be trusted, that they’re spiritually connected to the land. 

‘The way we communicate that to other stakeholder groups is where we have fallen down.’
While many climbers may like to think that iwi interests and climbers’ interests align, Palmer describes this as an ‘inevitable 

cultural clash’.
‘Both groups care deeply and have deep connections with the landscape, but those connections arise in totally different 

contexts.
'We need to find a way to bridge that gap, like introducing climbing to the hapu and their culture. We could introduce the 

young kids there to climbing to build that common understanding. The reverse is also important—exposing climbers to iwi 
culture to build understanding and respect. 

‘It requires a mutual exchange to be beneficial in the long term. That, to me, is the best way to solve long-term the inevita-
ble difference in perspective.’

Is it already too late? As well as the crag closures in Australia, ostensibly to protect indigenous art, some land around 
Murrin Park in Squamish, Canada, is being returned to indigenous peoples. The land includes the world-class crag Petrifying 
Wall, prompting concern that access may be jeopardised.

Palmer says the climbing community is at least now trying to address these issues. Historically, climbers have ignored them 
and hoped for the best. 

It is similar to the often frazzled relationship between climbers and conservationists, he says.

  The Mangakara area of Whanganui Bay saw a renaissance 
of route development in the years before the crag was closed, 
producing some outstanding new routes such as this one 
from John Palmer, Twilight of the Gods (31). TOM HOYLE
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‘Generally climbers will avoid having to speak to anyone from DOC. 
When it comes to getting permission to develop routes, there is no estab-
lished practice of working with the land manager based on a long-term 
relationship. I’m as guilty of this as the next person, but the established 
practice is actually “develop first, ask for forgiveness later”.

‘That’s one of the things about Whanganui Bay—and I include myself 
in this—but regular climbers there haven’t really nurtured relationships in 
a broader sense. There are relationships with individuals within the hapu, 
but not between the communities. That really shows now. We have accu-
mulated no capital or good will.

‘When you have a community that has that approach, includ-
ing towards indigenous communities, eventually what goes around 
comes around.’

Smith says he is more positive about the crossover in values between 
climbers and landowners/iwi, citing the Aspinall family who farm on Mt 
Aspiring Station and who have greatly supported climbing throughout the 
Aspiring region for four generations, while the club has provided the fam-
ily with access to Cascade Hut whenever helpful.

‘Just that partnership, the absolute passion for the land, stopping in 
for a cup of tea to keep the relationship going, them giving us a call if the 
hut needs attending to—that’s my model of what we should be doing,’ 
Smith says. 

‘You can’t do it everywhere, but there are lots of places we could do 
it better. There’s going to be cases where there is a clash, obviously, 
but there are also cases where, if we had for example sat down with iwi 
before we even started, then there might be a different outcome.’

Palmer says it is all climbers' responsibility to nurture relationships with 
landowners and iwi.

'There is a subset of users who treat crags like facilities that they’ve 
paid to use. Once you pay your entry fee to a climbing gym, you feel like 
you can do what you like there. You can’t take that attitude to a cliff, but 
you do get people who go there and assume that it’s all been set up by 
little crag fairies for their amusement.

‘The starting point of any access issue is: what are the local crag users 
doing about access? Are they enforcing the access rules? Are they playing 
nice? Are they building relationships with the landowners?’

Both Palmer and Lanning point to last year’s Reel Rock movie about 
Joe’s Valley, where climbers joined in the town clean-up and later took 
locals to the boulders to show them what climbing was all about. 

‘It was the simple act of putting something back into the community so 
people don’t perceive climbers as selfish people who just want to use an 
area and then bugger off,’ Lanning says.

There is also a financial carrot that can be dangled, as kombucha- and 
chalk-selling stores in Joe’s Valley discovered. Retailers and service pro-
viders in Australia’s Blue Mountains have been hurting due to the recent 
fires, while a recent report estimated that climbers bring $5.5 million to 
the Red River Gorge region every year.

Meanwhile, Palmer continues to press the case for Whanganui Bay.
‘If we get the chance, I think we can show we can be outstanding and 

respectful visitors, building relationships and mutual understanding of 
each others’ cultural perspectives, and enriching everyone’s experience as 
a result. That’s the holy grail, right?

‘But it will take more than just an access officer, who can help with 
guidance and documentation and all the rest. At the end of the day, it will 
take a group of people investing in the relationship. 

‘That’s what it takes.’    C

  LEFT James Field-Mitchell on Wendy Kroy (26), back when the AGS Rockwall, currently 

closed,  was just known as 'The Quarry' and before helmets were compulsory. JOSH WINDSOR

  BELOW Daniel Krippner climbing  Sample The Dog (26), AGS Rockwall. JOHN PALMER
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We're Going To... 

Rock C limbing in Australia's Flinders RangesTHE MOON
BY MIKE O'BRIEN

MOONARIE: NOT THE BLUE MOUNTAINS

Plans for your climbing trip go up in smoke? Want to get away from the crowds? Moonarie, standing tall above the Flinders Ranges in South 
Australia, is the place to be. While the Blue Mountains suffer from smoke, the Grampians sit largely closed for cultural considerations and Arapiles 
heaves with every man and his dog, Moonarie awaits your chalky digits. 

Moonarie has been the go-to destination for those escaping Easter crowds for years. Indeed, when Easter rolls around, you will often find the entire 
town of Natimuk camped at Moonarie. Blessed with archetypical red Australian quartzite, the cliffs have attracted Aussie climbers since the ‘60s. The 
main crag stretches for more than a kilometre, offering plenty of routes to choose from. The early classics consist of long lines in excess of 100m. Many 
of these early classics would be at home in Indian Creek, although in true Australian style, the faces around the cracks usually sport enough features for 
those that are just pretending they can climb cracks. Be warned: the ‘easy’ routes sometimes sport offwidths, but the guide will usually give you fore-
warning. Routes put up in the more recent past will take you on a voyage up the faces and arêtes. While some run the full height of the crag, many are 
shorter. There are some bolted lines, but you really need a trad rack to climb here. The campground and crag have a very remote feel. Few people. No 
cell phone coverage. And all around, acres of barren, sunburnt land. Welcome to the real Australian experience.

  The remote desert beauty of Wilpena Pound, rarely seen so green.
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HAWKER
Rolling into this small town, four hours north of Adelaide, is like rolling back 
time. It seems like nothing much has changed in Hawker in the last 50 years. 
On the drive, you pass an endless monotony of dry, arid countryside—not 
pretty enough to be desert, too scrubby to be farmland. Despite the hostile 
surroundings, the locals are friendly and happy to help. They’re true blue 
and enjoy a yarn, which is just as well as they’re the only source of entertain-
ment. The service station is the busiest place in town, and also serves as the 
information centre, museum and gift shop. There are a couple of other good 
places to eat and get coffee. The grocery store is a far cry from a modern 
supermarket, but holds all the essentials. The town gets roaming hordes of 
grey nomads trundling through on their way to or from the Flinders Ranges. 

FLINDERS RANGES
The ancient landscapes of the Flinders Ranges are striking. Remnants from 
attempts to farm the area are scattered about. Ruins of old homesteads with 
thick stone walls standing solemnly make for an interesting rest day diversion. 
The harsh landscape was not meant to be tamed by people, and here it’s not 
hard to imagine what a post-climate change apocalyptic world will look like. 
From the barren landscape, cliffs rise, gully’s gouge and red dirt roads wend 
their way through old stations and bushland. The most striking feature of the 
area is Wilpena Pound, a massive amphitheatre encircled by bluffs. The cliffs 
were formed when two serpents were rendered unable to move—the male 
serpent and female serpent each form a side of the amphitheatre. The jewel 
in this crown is Rawnsley Bluff, the large cliffs that have drawn you here and 
which are known to climbers as Moonarie.

CAMPGROUND
Locating and accessing the campground can be a challenge, and you’ll be 
thankful if you have the 2019 guidebook with clear directions, a photo topo, 
and even GPS coordinates. Once you have negotiated the drive in, you can set 
up your home on the arid dirt. The trees around you are ancient Callitris Pines, 
and you’ll be pleased to have the little shade they offer. The Callitris Pines 
are slow growing, and are used to surviving on very little water, so please be 
kind to them. The land you are on is private land. There are no facilities. Bring 
everything you need, including a shovel. There is no cell reception, but there 
is a universe of stars to wonder at every night. Fires are generally frowned 
upon, but if you must, make sure you gather wood from somewhere other 
than the campsite. 

T HE WALK IN
The morning routine begins with the walk up to the crag. The first day, this 
walk will beast you. With a full pack of climbing gear, your legs will suffer and 
your brow will sweat. Over the next 45 minutes, the crag will grow larger and 
larger. Your eye and imagination will be drawn towards the lines snaking their 
way skyward. Taking breaks in the shade of the old gum trees and Callitris 
Pines will provide time to recharge. As the week wears on, your pace will 
quicken.  With your gear sitting at the crag, awaiting your arrival, the morning 
walk will be a mere morning meditation. By week’s end, your body will be so 
fit and strong that you will beast the walk in.

  ABOVE Malcolm Matheson on Infirmity (23), Great Wall.

SIMON CARTER ONSIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY

  RIGHT The remote Moonarie vibe at dawn. JOSEF GODING
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  Ky Furneaux watching the sunset at Top Camp.

LAURA ZERRA
T OP C AMP
The top camp is a flat space atop a massive boul-
der, perched like an eagle’s eyrie at the top of the 
walk. Looking back towards camp, you will take 
in expansive views of the surrounding, sunburnt 
countryside. In front of you, with massive battle-
ments arching off in either direction, the crag looms 
large. From this vantage, you can plan your route, 
feed the stoke, or feel the fear and procrastinate. 
Top camp is roomy enough to accommodate half a 
dozen on its flat surface, and some choose to spend 
a night or two. Low walls provide some shelter from 
sun and wind. The views are enticing. Over lunch, 
you might watch other climbers toil, while eagles 
circle overhead watching you.

T HE FLYING 
BU T T RESS
This formidable buttress looms over top camp. At 
first glance, you might wonder about the rock qual-
ity, the featured hollows surely too fragile to hold 
a climber’s weight. You might wonder whether the 
large overhanging cracks will take any gear. The 
obvious line is a 100m grade 17 offwidthy crack that 
breaches a few overhangs and was established by 
Henry Barber in 1974. The sense of foreboding you 
experience looking at this route will stay with you 
for the trip. Fortunately, there are well over 800 
routes on offer here, and more three-star classics 
that you can do in one trip. Most of them are less 
intimidating, including a couple of nice, shorter 
warm up routes on the back of this buttress. When 
you touch the rock, you’ll be reassured that not 
only is it solid, it’s also featured enough to gobble 
your gear. 

  The upper tiers of Moonarie.

JOSEF GODING

T HE 
RAMPARTS
Seeking cool conditions in the morning, you’re 
likely to migrate to The Ramparts. This series 
of massive buttresses protrudes from the main 
cliff, offering you plenty of shaded corners and 
faces. Easier lines ascend corners and cracks, 
while harder lines weave their way up the faces 
between. Invariably steep, the crag here is fre-
quently broken by stepped roofs. One hundred 
metre three-star routes abound, and due to the 
mixed features on the crag, it’s possible to find 
brave leaders struggling to push their grades 
within sight of each other; whether you are bat-
tling on a 15 or a 25, you’ll be sharing the same 
experience on the same red rock. 

  Rob Baker on the mega-classic Goblin Mischief (23), The Ramparts.

SIMON CARTER ONSIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY
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C HEC KERS 
WALL
If you’re climbing on a cold day or in the late 
afternoon, you might choose Checkers Wall, 
which forms the left end of the crag. Without the 
protruding buttresses, this wall offers you more 
exposure and a mini-Big Wall climbing experience. 
There is no shortage of features on this wall 
and, amongst the classic lines, there are many 
overlooked and seldom climbed gems such as 
Pagoda Direct (19), a monstrous corner crack that 
would be at home in the deserts of Utah. Pagoda 
(15/17) itself is a unique experience that will see you 
crawling along a ledge reminiscent of the ‘Thank 
God Ledge’ on Yosemite’s Half Dome (famously 
featured on the cover of National Geographic, 
with Alex Honnold looking over the valley). On 
either side are three-star classics in the higher 
grades, bolted and trad. This area has something 
for everyone.

GREAT WALL
Everyone will tell you this is the best wall of the crag, and it certainly 
has the highest concentration of starred routes. The slightly concave 
cliff offers 35m of clean, direct climbing. For many years, developers 
walked straight past the Great Wall, assuming that its featureless face 
was impassable. However, over the years great lines were established. 
The gear can be sparse on some routes, but generally there are great 
placements that have become well worn over the years. The wall bakes 
in the sun, so it’s a good place to visit on a cool day. The base of the crag 
is a lovely rock platform 10m above the ground, affording nice views 
all around. 

T HE LONG DRIVE 
HOME
Like all great crags, when you leave Moonarie you will have plenty to 
return for. The 2019 guidebook reveals many recently-established out-
lying crags that are not as long or renown as the classics on the main 
cliff, but look great in their own right. The climbing here rivals most big-
name world-class crags. The difference is that you might have Moonarie 
to yourself. 

  Rob Saunders on Outside Chance (16), Great Wall.

SIMON CARTER / ONSIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY

  Justin Thomas on Trouble and Strife (27), The Ramparts.

JOSEF GODING
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GUIDEBOOK
The old guide was a fairly blunt tool, giving you just 
enough information to set sail on a route, yet withholding 
enough to ensure you remained in a state of high alert all 
the way to the top. A handful of black and white photos 
lent the old guide a distinctly '70s vibe. Fortunately, a 
new guide landed in stores in 2019.  

The new full colour guide is a pleasure to peruse, 
whether at home on your coffee table or at the crag. At 
the front end, the authors have included enough infor-
mation to make trip-planning a breeze. You might be in 
the age of the internet, but this crag and nearby towns 
remain stuck firmly in the ancient past. If you are planning 
a trip, you will appreciate the advice on travel, climate, 
how to avoid things that will kill you, how not to piss off 
the locals, and how to summon help (hint: no cell phone 
reception). Happily, the history and geography sections 
were written by experts in their fields. 

When you get to Moonarie and have hiked from camp to 
the crag, you’ll wish you had flung the 40 pages from the 
front away and saved yourself the weight. Sitting under 
the crag on the big flat boulder of Top Camp, you will be 
happy that the crags curving around you on both sides are 
perfectly represented in full colour topos. The authors spent 
time buzzing the crag in a small plane, a long lens poking 
out portholes, and their efforts paid off. Most routes are 
visible in more than one topo, and the popular routes get 
colour action photos, so you can milk the beta and climb 
with confidence. When choosing your objective, you are 
assisted by colour-coded route numbers and topo lines (0–17, 
18–21,22–24,25+), colour-coded side bars for each area of the 
crag, star allocations, and even a page of route recommen-
dations. It sounds over the top, but it works so well you don’t 
notice. The guide seems well bound, with a tough cover that 
is durable enough for the trashing it will get in your climbing 
bag.  All in all, a bloody great stonking guide for a fantastic 
climbing destination.  

The down side? Although it’s a standard size for a modern 
guide book, it’s big for Moonarie. Those new to the crag will 
likely only be climbing in a section of the crag covered by 
100 of the 300 pages, and on the walk in may resent the 
extra 200 pages. However, this is a comprehensive guide, 
perhaps a once-in-a-generation publication, so it's under-
standable the authors included every route.  Besides, you 
probably need the exercise. If you have a phone and a way 
to recharge while in the wilderness, you can get the guide in 
the Sloper Climbing app. I’ve not seen the app, but it prom-
ises up-to-date information, record keeping and analysis of 
your climbing stats.  

Both hard copy and electronic versions are available from moonarie.com, 

RRP AUD$59.95.

All topos feature colour-coded (see grade 
table top right) route lines & numbers. 

Extensive recent aerial photos show the 
crag in excellent detail.
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  Rob Baker on the mega-classic Against the Wind (23), Great Wall.

ROB KNOTT
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SHEILA FACE
AORAKI / MT COOK
TWO TALES OF THE PILGRIM (VI, 7)
BY KIM LADIGES 

AND ROSE PEARSON

PHOTOGRAPHS BY RICHARD MEASURES

 The Sheila Face of Aoraki / Mt 
Cook with Green Saddle to the left. 

IF PILGRIM was tried in the 1990s or earlier, it must have 
been lost in the mists of time. The earliest account of 
someone having a look that I could find was Al Uren—in 
the early 2000s. He recalled seeing it from the Sheila 
Face’s Central Buttress and thinking, ‘Gee, that looks 
hard.’ He continued, ‘I think it was one of those routes 
that needed a new generation, as it had a reputation 
for shit falling down it.’ While I’m not sure about the 
next generation of climbers, by the mid-2010s the next 
generation of climbing equipment had certainly arrived. 
Aggressive tools designed for climbing steep ice without 
getting pumped. Light aluminium ice screws adept at bit-
ing into brittle ice. Lightweight modular stoves, like the 
JetBoil, which can be handled while operating, to fend off 
dehydration. And, most importantly in my opinion, the 
modern LED head-torch with lithium ion battery technol-
ogy that allows for technical climbing and route-finding 
through the night. Together these allow for long, techni-
cal routes that are threatened by overhead hazard to be 
attempted in a single push at night, when they are safest.

In 2016, Caleb Jennings, Cillian Kennedy and Ben Dare 
all ventured up the lower sections of Pilgrim in a period of 
settled but warm weather. Caleb and Cillian headed right 
at a junction about four pitches up the gully—climbing on 
until the ice ran out several pitches up. Marooned, they 
spent the day sheltering beneath an overhang, as sun-
loosened rocks from the upper slopes rained down. They 
retreated with the freeze. The next day, Ben crept out for 
a solo reconnaissance and retreated after encountering 
similar rockfall. The next year, Ben returned with Steve 
Fortune. They headed left at the junction four pitches up 
and climbed on to a steep wall with a hanging ice dagger. 
They tiptoed behind the dagger and almost unlocked the 
steep mixed pitch, but couldn’t quite pull the final overlap. 
Returning to the outside world, they shared news of their 
attempt: it could go, just not by them on that day. Would 
the pilgrims come? -Rose Pearson
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The forecast came with all the force of a biblical prophecy, the kind 
that real Kiwis just stare at for a while, then after a good, long 
whistle of admiration, nod their heads and say, ‘Double yoke-ah.’ I 

called Caleb, and pretty soon I’d changed my flight home and was hitch-
hiking out to Mt Cook Village. 

We had plans to climb the Balfour Face, but it became apparent to 
us that a fair bit of new snow had fallen, and due to a persistent south-
easterly, it was all now hiding on the other side of the Silberhorn. A 
bad idea perhaps. What to do? I suggested a trip up the Hooker—I’d 
never been and was keen to check it out. A little flash of excitement 
went through Caleb’s eyes and he agreed almost at once. I wasn’t sure 
whether to be happy or afraid.

‘It’s gonna be sick,’ he said. ‘We’ll probably just ski most of the way 
in. It’ll probably be like six hours or something.’ This was all sounding 
great to me, a good sleep then a nice casual day to get in.

‘So when do you want to get up?’
‘How about 3am?’
‘Hang on, if it’s only six hours, why do we have to get up at 3am?’
‘Ah, it’s just better—get there nice and early, might take a bit longer …’ 
An impression that it was perhaps a little more than a casual stroll in 

to Empress Hut was starting to form in my mind.
All in all, it wasn’t too bad. Ten hours to get in, which I’m told is pretty 

quick, and probably means six or even five hours in Caleb speak. I was 
keen to stay hydrated and look after myself on the way in so that I 
would be fresh for the following day. We ‘achieved’ this by drinking half 
a litre at the lake, then not stopping for six hours till we reached the hut. 
There was a light breeze blowing, and to stop would have meant taking 
out another layer, you see. We could have sold our urine to stain floor-
boards by the end of it. Rich Mahogany.

I knew Caleb was burning to try a new route on Aoraki / Mt Cook. Not 
a new route, but the new route. I’d heard lots of talk about it. I’d heard it 
was death. Or it was safe, but hard. That rime poured down it during the 
daytime. I was cautious, but also curious. The fact that all the precipita-
tion had come from the south-east made me think that just maybe the 
northerly aspects would be free of rime. And the temps were low. When 
Caleb proposed trying it, I agreed cautiously. ‘We’ll go and look in the 
day, and if it seems right we can start up at night.’ 

‘It’ll be good.’ Caleb was psyched. 
The route looked incredible. I was amazed that it hadn’t been 

climbed. The rock looked free of the rime coating that was apparent in 
the photos he’d taken on a previous attempt, and the temps were low—
so we decided it was a goer. I was keen to get going as soon as a solid 
freeze was on the mountain, maybe 9pm, as I was worried about the sun 
coming round before we were out of the tight couloir. Caleb was a bit 
concerned about climbing the whole thing in the dark, so we settled on 
getting up at 11pm for a midnight start. We packed light; a stove and a 
light puffy but no bivvy kit. We wanted to move fast through the lower 
half of the route. If we had to sit out some darkness, we could always 
sit on our packs and huddle for warmth—an awesome bivvy option for 
someone other than me.

At midnight, under crunchy snow, we started toward the route. Caleb 
offered to break trail up to the route, as I would probably be faster lead-
ing the crux section and therefore I should save my energy. I didn’t com-
plain. I love climbing with people who have no ego attached to taking 
on certain roles in a big climb. People might ask who led X or Y pitch, 
but on a big route, leading miles of easier terrain or finding the way on 
a descent or brewing water are all equally important parts of success. 
A team where everyone pitches in to their strength will succeed where 
others fail.

Caleb led the first few pitches quickly, finding good, sheltered belays, 
a fine thing in a tight gully. I was amazed at the quality of the ice—good, 
solid water ice, not the sun-affected rot I was expecting. After about an 
hour, we came to a steeper wall that was broken with streaks and blobs 
of water ice. I took the rack from here. A fun pitch of ice led to a belay 
below the crux. It looked intimidating—a semi-detached pillar of ice 
flowing over a roof. Caleb joined me at the belay and we both consid-

ered the next step. I’d built the anchor as far out of the way as possible, 
but it was not completely sheltered from falling ice. ‘Don’t worry about 
it, I’ll be fine.’ Caleb seemed unable to complain about any kind of pun-
ishment. Cautiously, I climbed up to the pillar and had a look. There was 
no way I was going to touch that column—less than 12 inches in diam-

eter—with Caleb below. Instead I was able to dry tool up on rock behind 
the ice to the height of the roof. Pumped, I was thankful for a perfect 
hand-jam at the top. A beautiful rest to catch my breath. Leaning out 
on the jam, it was just possible to sink a tool over the lip. ‘Sorry Caleb,’ I 
thought to myself as I stuffed a cam into the ‘thank god’ jam. Cue a wild 
swing over the roof, feet cutting loose, and some graceless desperation 
before my feet were back on ice. Awesome. 

Caleb started following the pitch with the heavier second’s bag. A bit 
more game, he stemmed his way up the pillar, which to my amazement did 
not snap. Of course, the cam in the jam was stubborn and Caleb was forced 
to battle away in some strenuous positions. Finally panting and puffed, but 
with a big grin on his face, Caleb arrived at the belay. ‘That was sick.’

The pitches continued with amazing quality—thin ice, but well-pro-
tected with rock gear when needed. We were both stunned at just how 
fun this climb was. After some time, we popped unexpectedly on to the 
central snow field. An array of awesome-looking finishes to the route pre-
sented themselves, but the rime gargoyles that were just starting to roast 
in the sun looked foreboding. Instead, we simul-climbed up the snow field 
and onto a rib near the summit. From here, Caleb took the lead and skill-
fully guided me up some awkward but fun pitches into the warmth of the 

sun. It was still early and we were high on the mountain, so we brewed up 
and reflected on just how amazing this adventure had been so far. 

After our brief coffee break, we made our way to the summit. I’d 
never climbed Aoraki / Mt Cook and I was taken aback by the beauty 
of the Southern Alps. A healthy layer of wind slab had formed, but it 
was possible to weave a track around it or stay on mellow terrain. We 
stopped again above the summit rocks to brew up, enjoying watching 
the evening light on the Balfour with a hot chocolate. We both couldn’t 
believe how pleasant this whole outing had been. ‘This can’t be alpine 
climbing,’ Caleb suggested. ‘I’m not thirsty or scared.’

Caleb led the rappels down the summit rocks. It’s always great 
climbing with someone who knows the area, and Caleb certainly did. 
Darkness set in as we reached the gun barrels. A couple of short ‘inter-
vals’, as Caleb called them, and my heart was thumping but safe again 
on the slopes below the north ridge of Aoraki / Mt Cook. We simul-
climbed up to the col and peered down Fyfe’s Gut. A good freeze was 
on and the mountains were silent, so we began rappelling, or trying to. 
We both seemed incapable to get the first V-thread in, like two embar-
rassed tradies who can’t bang in a nail. We soon found our competence 
and made seven rappels to the glacier below. I kept threatening to 

 The approach to Empress Hut 
via Hooker Glacier’s terminal lake 

and lateral moraine. 

I love climbing with people who have no 
ego attached to taking on certain roles in 
a big climb.

The First Ascent
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downclimb—I hate low-angled rappelling—but wise and patient Caleb dealt with this calmly. ‘Just keep rapping, Kim.’
The next day dawned clear again and, after a particularly faffy pack up, we were on our way out. Despite the varied condi-

tions, I’ve never been so thankful to have skis on my feet. Pretty soon we were above the icefall. It was obvious that you could 
avoid the icefall entirely by cutting a steep traverse and jumping the schrund. We stood for a while weighing up the different 
risks. ‘Stable as a table,’ I proclaimed—with four days of baking sun and no new loading, the snow had cooked down.

I shot over the schrund and even enjoyed a few nice turns to the moraine. Caleb was down shortly after and we 
exchanged high fives. ‘Less than an hour to the moraine—that’s sick.’ Having walked out a number of times, Caleb was 
psyched to have avoided the plod. ‘Stable as a table,’ I proclaimed again. I’d learned this phrase in New Zealand, and 
although it is rarely an accurate description of the winter conditions, it has a nice ring to it. The words were barely out of 
my mouth when two natural avalanches ripped from high on the ridges, one making its way to the valley floor and engulf-
ing my deflating confidence in a powder cloud. ‘Or not,’ Caleb replied.

As we crossed the swing-bridge, we were accosted by four American backpackers. ‘Where have you guys been? Have 
you been skiing? What have you guys been doing?’ Caleb, ever humble, replied, ‘Oh, you know, just skiing around a bit.’ 

‘That’s so awesome—you guys are legends.’
I think if Caleb said we’d climbed Aoraki / Mt Cook, their heads might have exploded. 
Back at Unwin, a few folks congratulated us on our climb. It felt a bit odd that everyone knew already. Pip made us 

espressos and gave us freshly-baked bread with butter. Unbelievably good. We piled our stuff into Caleb’s ute and drove 
back to Caleb’s place in Darfield. We dozed for two hours before getting back on the road to Christchurch airport, where 
we both had our respective red-eye flights to catch. Walking through security, we looked like a couple of strips of beef 
jerky with eyes badly painted on, but smiles were stretched across our faces.

We named the route Pilgrim as a reference to Caleb’s pilgrimages to attempt the route and up the Hooker valley in gen-
eral. Caleb was an incredible mountaineer. He burned to explore the wild corners of his magnificent island and of the world. 
He was also an incredible friend and adventure buddy. The guy you call when you have a plan that will clearly involve being 
wet, cold and hungry. The guy that carries more than his fair share but doesn’t tell you about it. The guy that laughs and 
makes you laugh, even when you’re miserable. The guy who’s considered and careful, but when a dangerous task needs to 
be done, just gets on with it. The guy that looks over mountains he’d seen all his life, but shares the same joy as if it was 
the first time. Caleb, I will really miss you. -Kim Ladiges C

I kept threatening to downclimb, I hate low-angled rappelling, but 
wise and patient Caleb dealt with this calmly. ‘Just keep rapping, Kim.’

Pilgrim climbs the central gully just to the right of Fyfe’s Gut up the Sheila Face to a 
large snow slope at two-thirds height. Climb the snow slope up and right, exiting it 
onto the Central Buttress route 200m from the summit. Follow this to the summit. 
The route is approximately 900m in total. The lower gully section is a natural funnel 
feature, so is best climbed in cool conditions with little rime. Both the successful 
parties climbed this section at night. The following route description is based on the 
conditions found during these first two ascents. The pillar does not seem to form 
every winter. It can be viewed from near the base of Hicks for a reconnaissance.

Rack – ice screws for a full pitch of WI5, cams BD 0.1-3 with double 0.1-0.4, half set 
of wires.

Pitch 1–4 WI 3–4, M2–3: Climb the gully for a few hundred meters until it widens.

Pitch 5 WI4: At the widening, climb up and left (not hard left), aiming for a pillar. 
Best to belay tucked in down and left from the pillar to be protected from a potential 
pillar collapse.

Pitch 6 WI5, M6: Climb up the base of the pillar and then either continue up the 
pillar or mix climb behind the pillar or to the left of the pillar to reach the top of the 
headwall above.

Pitch 7 WI4, M5: Climb up the gully through several constrictions to meet a right-
trending ramp system.

Pitch 8–9 WI3, M4–5: Follow the right-trending ramp through small steps until you 
reach the base of the snow slope.

Pitch 10–15 WI1–2: Follow the snow slope up and right through a faint depression to 
reach the crest of the Central Buttress. Note that in heavily iced/rimed conditions 
there is a direct line that will form up and left direct to the summit.

Pitch 16–20 WI3, M3–4, Follow the remainder of the Central Buttress route to 
the summit.

  ABOVE Rose Pearson and Milo Gilmour 

outside Empress Hut, with the south face of Mt 

Hicks beyond. 

  PREVIOUS PAGE The approach up the Hooker 

Glacier towards Empress Hut—beneath Pudding Rock 

with the lower icefall just ahead. 
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Papatūānuku shifts slightly in her sleep. Far above, a man stumbles. 
He is strong, but on this occasion, he falls. The snow beneath him begins 
its slow slide. It gathers pace. Oblivion. Papatūānuku notices not, but 
for those close to him, their lives change forever. They wander grieving 
on this earth, alone and in groups, seeking out his lingering scent in the 
places he frequented. They travel to the Anti-Crow—the last dwelling 
he entered—and see the last words he wrote. Others travel south to the 
hunting grounds of his youth. His brother takes up his rifle and gives it a 
new home. A year passes. 

We leave Wyn Irwn at 4.45am. I am guided, as I was a year before, 
by his footsteps, then not yet a week old and still clear in the snow. We 
reach Empress Hut. His name repeated again and again in the hut book 
alongside two others taken too soon. We take an early night. 2am. Left 
foot, right foot. We wind our way up the Sheila Glacier. Surrounded by 
inky blackness. 2.45am. A familiar opening in the Sheila Face. Last year, I 
continued past. This year, we enter its beckoning mouth. We re-rope for 
simul-climbing. Thunk, thunk. A few hundred metres pass. We regroup. 
Left or right? We head left, trusting in his words.

Another pitch and we see the white pillar looming above us into the 
darkness. 6am. Dawn is coming. I corkscrew up the base of the pillar, then 
pause, hanging for a moment where it steepens, before fleeing right and 
following pockets of ice through overlaps. The steep, absorbing climbing 
tests my nerves. Gasping, I finally top the headwall. I’m spent. 8:30am. 
A tight, stepped gully looms. We begin a futile race against the sun. It 
catches us three pitches on at the base of the snowfield. 10.30am. Our 
backs dripping and lungs bursting, we push upwards, pausing only when 
we reach the relative safety at the crest of the Central Buttress.

A quick brew, and we continue to the summit for 4pm. The spine of 
Papatūānuku stretches to either horizon, her lowlands hugged in cloud. 
We are close to him here, where Heaven meets Earth. We pause a 
moment, but then we must be on. We follow in the path he set: down the 
summit rocks, a traverse high on the Linda, up to Green Saddle in twilight, 
then abseils down Fyfe’s Guts, until finally we creep back to Empress for 
12am. Until next time, Caleb. -Rose Pearson

I’d like to thank Caleb Jennings (1987-2018) and Kim Ladiges—the first 
ascensionists of Pilgrim—for encouraging us to climb the route and sharing 
their beta with us. I’d also like to thank Milo Gilmour for joining us on the 
approach and Reg Measures, my partner for the ascent of Pilgrim. C

The Second Ascent

  ABOVE A desire for good climbing conditions and minimising objective danger on 

Pilgrim necessitates an early start. Rose on the crux ice pillar, Pitch 6.

  RIGHT Rose hustling to beat the sun through tricky mixed climbing on Pitch 8. 

  BELOW Near the summit during the second ascent of Pilgrim. 
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How did you first get into climbing?
I started to develop an interest in climbing when I was 9. I was 
at Hangdog gym for my brother’s birthday party. As soon as I 
saw the walls towering over me, I felt fear but at the same time 
an inspiration with all the walls and their bright colours, with 
specks of all kinds of funky-looking holds. The one climb that 
intrigued me the most was a massive cement monolith in the 
middle of the gym that looked blank and certainly impossible. 
Inspired by the challenge, I asked my mum if she could belay 
me. Little did she know that this would be her first belay of 
many. I always loved the physical aspects of athletic sports, but 
when I tried to climb this massive pillar, it seemed that strength 
was only half of the story. In order to keep moving upwards, 
you need to actually think about how to move your body so 
you can progress. This route completely stumped me, but as 
I came down, frustrated, ready to give up, a guy named Felix 
approached me and we started chatting. He said if I gave him 
a belay, he could show me how to do the route. As he climbed, 
I was in awe and almost annoyed at how easy he made every-
thing look, breezing through the section that stumped me. I 
was amazed but determined to repeat what he just did, and his 
beta made it feel almost easy that second attempt. This was the 
first time I had felt this kind of comaraderie before, and it was 
just awesome. It wasn’t quite teamwork, but it was helping each 
other to reach our individual goals. This is something I have 
loved about climbing to this day.

Who are your idols and role models?
I have always looked up to Alex Megos ever since I started 
climbing. His climbing style, immaculate technique and insane 
strength was something I aspired to have as soon as I saw a 
video of him training. The other person is Magnus Midtbo. He 
certainly wasn’t the best pro climber, but his raw power from 
extremely intense training was something I’ve always wanted 
to emulate. I have been trying to follow up on some of his great 
feats of strength and I think it’s making me stronger. I’m for 
sure not close—but I’m working at it.

You recently climbed Immortal Technique (32) at White Falls. 
What is your next target?
At the moment, I don’t have a specific lead climb I want to send. 
I think I need to get some more experience in outdoor lead at 
similar grades to Immortal Technique to really get a feel for 
the difficulty, and to get ‘comfortable’ with the different move-
ments and sequences these harder climbs impose. As for boul-
dering, I have had my eye on a cheeky V14 down in Castle Hill 
called Biotronic. I had a look at it on a recent trip but decided 
not to try it until the next time. 

You went to the 2019 Youth World Champs in Arco. What did 
you learn from that trip?
Arco mainly gave me a wider understanding of how good the 
rest of the world is compared to little old New Zealand. There 
are so many kids that love climbing and love training hard over 
there, and it was awesome to see their skills and what they’ve 
learnt from their climbing experience. It also gave me the 
opportunity to self-reflect and to see the kind of training they 
do. I’ll certainly use the knowledge to improve the physical and 
mental aspects of my training.

I was also fortunate enough to be able to travel around 
Europe after the competition to get an idea of how hard grades 
were outside New Zealand, and find where I was, relatively, in 
my climbing ability.

OSKAR 
WOLFF

BY MICHELE DOMANESCHI

IMAGES BY JOHN PALMER

On meeting Oskar Wolff, you’ll receive a warm smile and a confident look in the eyes as names, dates and loca-
tions are quickly stored away for future use. Conversation will likely gravitate quickly to climbing, and you may 
be treated to a memorised mime of a recent conquest or new project. Your eyes will glaze over, but he won’t 

notice. All that matters is the climb, as his arms subtly wave before you, hold to hold, complete with commentary. A 
final twist of the wrist indicates a clip of the anchors and he falls silent, awkwardly jarring you from your happy place. 
Oskar is driven to be the best climber, and he gladly makes whatever sacrifice is required to get there.

The easy smile belies an underlying focus that is rare in someone just breaking into his 15th year. Climbing is his obses-
sion, and he has big plans. He knows the relative progression of many of his role models and is keen to track with or 
ahead of them. V12 by his 14th birthday, grade 32 by his 15th, front levers, weighted one-arm pull-ups … the list goes on.

Like many lads his age, he is happy to banter, prank and troll on the long commutes to crags filled with music and 
anecdotes. Once the rope is uncoiled, though, or the crash mat is nestled under a problem, laughing and mutual trolling 
quickly evaporate. The crag has long since been cross-referenced with hours of swot to collate and prioritise the day’s 
tick-list in an effort to maximise sendage in the little time available. Oskar has plans, and he is in a rush.

  Oskar enjoying some end-of-day golden light on Fool’s Gold(V1), Turakirae Head. 
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I also had heaps of fun learning new climbing techniques with Wiz (Fineron) and Rob (Moore), training speed climb-
ing for the first time, and having a couple of cheeky competitions with the boys.

You live on the Kapiti Coast. How much travel do you need to do for your climbing?
In a normal week, I’ll go into Wellington or Hangdog about three or four times. To get there, I need to take two trains, 
and afterwards a kind parent to pick me up. An average indoor training session takes three hours of travel there and 
back, so I generally get home around 10pm to get some sleep before another day of school the next day. If I want to do 
an outdoor trip to Turakirae or Baring Head, it will take a good three hours to get out there, and this usually involves 
getting up extremely early to make it to Wellington to get picked up. I’d usually get back around 12 hours after I left 
that morning, and then back to school the next day.

Living in Wellington can be expensive for a climber. How do you fund all this travel to competitions and crags?
It can be quite hard to earn money at my age, but about two years ago I had an idea to start selling liquorice at college. 
Everyone would usually sell chocolates but the margins were tight, so I thought I would try something a little different. 
I’m now known as the ‘Liquorice Boy’, with lots of daily customers buying the classic $2 bag, which I make myself. The 
other way I raise money is by doing odd jobs for friends and neighbours.

What is one piece of advice you would give someone that is keen to improve their climbing?
What I’ve learned from my past five years of climbing is that nothing good comes easy. If you want to climb hard, you 
must train hard and that has been my mindset from the beginning. I always wanted to climb the hardest climbs or boul-
ders out there, but I quickly learned that it wasn’t that simple. When I go to the climbing gym, which is only two times 
a week, I’m nearly always on the wall. I take the least amount of rest between climbs and I never let the pump out of 
my arms until I start warming down. I fit as much climbing into the two hours I have there and, at the end of the ses-
sion, I will always feel absolutely spent. I think it’s better to have short, not so frequent, good quality training sessions 
rather than climbing every day. You get stronger on your rest days and you’ll get injured a lot easier if you climb all 
the time.   C

  LEFT Oskar on the classic exit move of the Turakirae Head ultra-lowball Dead Eyes Opened (V10).

BELOW  Wolff vs Shark—Oskar getting sandbagged on the feisty Pete Allison arête, The Shark (V6), Turakirae Head. 
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A
ccidents happen.  

In spite of the best laid plans, rocks fall, holds break and snow can 

slip. That’s the nature of adventure—it’s unpredictable. What is pre-

dictable is that when an accident happens, an injury will most likely occur.  

At that moment after the slip and you feel yourself flying through the air, 

time seems to stand still and even goes into a kind of slow motion where you 

experience the event in incredibly vivid detail … Suddenly the rope comes 

tight. You experience a massive jolt as you collide with the ice. But to your 

relief, after you shake off the ‘stars’, you realise you are still alive and attached 

to the rope. Hesitantly, you reach down to clutch the bit of your body that 

made contact and begin to expect the worse: warm, wet, blood-soaked 

clothes and the possibility of sharp ends of bone.

Simultaneously, in the fractions of seconds that all these events occur, the 

body’s primary stress hormone—adrenaline—gets released and surges through 

your blood stream, ramping up your breathing and heart rate in readiness to 

help you to survive the accident that has beset you. The adrenaline also caus-

es changes to the parts of brain involved in emotion and memory formation, 

creating more detailed memories than normal and producing a heightened 

emotional, ‘hyper-vigilant’ state. Commonly, these physical changes to the 

body are known as the ‘fight or flight’ response. 

For many of us, the accident might just leave us with some cuts, grazes and 

bruises. For some, though, the fall might be the start of a much bigger surviv-

al journey. Joe Simpson, the British climber whose tale of survival is detailed 

in his book Touching the Void, fell and fractured his leg while descending a 

mountain in a storm. However, that was just the start of his problems. In one 

of the most incredible feats of mountain adventure, he remarkably overcame 

the odds to survive the experience and eventually recover from his injuries. 

Joe’s climbing partner, Simon Yates, had a similar epic experience retreating 

from the mountain. He managed to avoid any physical injuries, but because 

of the way the events unfolded, he was understandably left traumatised. 

Arguably, it’s Simon who had at least as much to deal with from a psychologi-

cal perspective as his partner Joe. 

It’s often the case that long after the physical injuries have healed, the 

memories associated with the traumatic event are still clear and present. Stress 

hormones released at the time of the accident influence the way that the brain 

lays down these special, detailed memories to form an emotional record of the 

event. Importantly, this ‘stress injury’ can form even in those who didn’t suffer 

any physical harm, but were just witnesses or bystanders to an event. 

For the majority of people—once they are back in a place of safety—their 

injuries both physical and psychological get a chance to heal and dissipate. 

A ‘bonding’ experience down at the pub after the climb might be all that is 

needed to shake off the stress of what happened.  

But for a small minority, be they victim or witness, the thing they have 

experienced is so overwhelming that they remain stuck in a state of survival—

leaving the body and mind continually preparing itself to deal with more 

danger, more fight, more flight and never reaching ‘safety’. This feeling of 

being continually overwhelmed can carry on for weeks, months or even years 

and can lead to intrusive negative thoughts and feelings. Often the sufferers 

find themselves self-medicating and abusing their usual coping strategies to 

excess, for example alcohol, porn, social media, gambling, recreational drugs 

or risk-taking, which, in turn, can spiral into anxiety or depression. For a few, 

these issues can sadly become too much to bear, making that person want to 

end it all.

The term ‘stress injury’ originated form work done on US service person-

nel exposed to the traumas of war, where recruits were overwhelmed by what 

they experienced. Stress injuries are now understood to be a continuum or 

spectrum in terms of severity. Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, or PTSD as is it 

commonly called, is a recognised mental health condition and is at the severe 

end of the stress continuum (red colour). The milder end of this continuum 

might just mean that you have lost your mojo for climbing for a few weeks 

(yellow colour) in chart above. 

The stress continuum model developed originally by the US military and 

shown in the chart above can be used either for self-assessment after a single 

‘incident’ or stressful experience, or to detect cumulative problems caused by 

overwhelming stress that has built up over months or years. 

Now we have a name for this predictable and normal reaction to the trau-

matic event we’ve been overwhelmed by. So what? There are a couple of 

reasons why there has been increasing interest in this area. Firstly, as areas 

like mental health have become better understood, it has also become more 

acceptable to be able to discuss the stress injuries that people carry around 

with them, and by the same token offer formal help to those suffering the 

most. Secondly, we now have evidence that making a few simple interventions 

at the time the stress injury is forming can help to reduce it from becoming a 

much more severe problem down the line. These interventions are the basis of 

psychological first aid (PFA). 

PSYCHOLOGICAL 
FIRST AID
BY DR. ROBIN BARRACLOUGH

WITH ILLUSTRATIONS BY RONNIE BAKER

FROM THE WORLD HEALTH ORGANISATION 

What is PFA: 

-Practical care and support, which does not intrude; 

-Assessing needs and concerns; 

-Helping people to address basic needs (for example food and water, 

information); 

-Listening to people, but not pressuring them to talk; 

-Comforting people and helping them to feel calm; 

-Helping people connect to information, services and social supports, 

thereby protecting them from further harm. 

What PFA is not: 

-It is not something that only professionals can do. 

-It is not professional counselling. 

-It is not ‘psychological debriefing’, in that PFA does not necessarily 

involve a detailed discussion of the event that caused the distress. 

-It is not asking someone to analyse what happened to them or to put 

time and events in order. 

-Although PFA involves being available to listen to people’s stories, it 

is not about pressuring people to tell you their feelings and reactions to 

an event.
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So let’s consider our opening scenario, but this time instead of being the victim, 

you find yourself in the wrong place at the right time and are the rescuer. You are 

keen and willing to offer assistance. You remember from school or that first aid 

course you did ages ago what to do with regard to bleeding and broken bones. 

But what are you going to do to reduce the stress injury that this person may 

suffer? Evidence gathered from disasters, war zones and mass casualty events 

suggests that there are five practical things you can offer to treat and reduce 

psychological injuries. 

YOU CAN PROMOTE:

-A sense of Safety. Making someone feel safe can be as simple as getting them 

in some shelter (a tent, a hut, the lee of a boulder) or moving them to a safer 

place on the mountain (away from the cliff, out of a gully), or even just bringing 

some order to an accident scene. Gently explaining the reduction in threats and 

improvement in situation to the victim reinforces the sense of safety. ‘Oh cool, 

sounds like there is a helicopter incoming.’

-A sense of Calmness. We learn to read body language before we learn to 

talk, so as a rescuer’s first step, you need to calm yourself. Slowly counting down 

or taking some deep breaths for yourself can really help to achieve this. Once 

you are calm, you can then use the same simple techniques to calm the injured 

person. ‘Let’s take a breath, count to four and then slowly let it out.’ Getting the 

victim to turn their focus away from the danger and onto something benign is a 

great way to induce calm. 

-Self and Community Efficacy. Efficacy or efficiency is about getting things 

done smoothly and purposefully to achieve your goal (rescuing the injured per-

son). Involving the victim in their own rescue gives them back some power and 

control over the situation and reduces the feeling of helplessness. Helplessness is 

a strong predictor of stress injury, so reducing this is another thing that tells the 

victim’s brain that they are increasingly safe. ‘Can you hold this rope while I tie 

this off?’ Occupying children involved in accidents and giving them a purpose is 

particularly important. 

-Connectedness. Connecting with someone is the most basic form of social 

support. Be sure to use their name and find out basic things about them, like their 

pets, hobbies and loved ones. This goes a long way to fostering a solid connec-

tion. Building a strong connection with the victim during a rescue is probably the 

most important step of PFA. ‘Oh, really? My family had a West Highland Terrier 

when I was young. They are such good-natured dogs.’ 

-Hope. Use simple facts of the event to demonstrate hope to the victim. It’s a 

powerful way to counteract hopelessness. ‘Well, we are warm and dry in the tent 

and we set off the PLB four hours ago, so it shouldn’t be long before help is on 

its way.’

If you think the five steps seem a bit ‘awkward’ and hard to remember, try this 

approach. Once I know that I and others around me are safe, then I might begin 

by carefully approaching the injured person, catching their eyes if they are awake. 

When I have their attention, I might say the following in a soft and deliberate 

manner: ‘My name is Robin. I’m here to help you and I won’t leave you until I know 

you are safe.’ I will then ask them what their name is and then, using their name, 

ask what or where the pain is while watching them closely. In a couple of short 

sentences and gestures, you have already ticked off many of the PFA boxes and 

begun to soften the stress injury of that person. Like most things in life, a bit of 

preparation and practice pays off. Consider making a ‘spiel’ like the one above 

for encountering an injured person. This will not only give you confidence, but 

also instil confidence in the victim. Additionally, remembering basic things like 

respecting people’s dignity and feelings when dealing with them is important, not 

only to help build trust, but also to make your communication more meaningful. 

For example, on first meeting the victim, telling them they are an idiot and could 

have killed themselves will potentially only add insult to injury.

I have kept this article quite simple and tried to incorporated as little jargon as 

possible to make it understandable and achievable for the majority of readers. 

I suspect that some readers will have already experienced the odd incident, or 

been witness to one, and may recognise things in themselves in the writing. 

Lastly, on a personal but related note, once management for the injury is 

underway, I increasingly feel the most useful thing I do as a doctor is often just 

sitting with the patient in ‘the rubble’ of the event that has just happened. Just 

being present with someone and letting them know that they aren’t facing things 

alone is a very powerful thing to do for somebody—and it is something that any-

one can provide, if the situation arises. 

TAKE HOME POINTS:

-Most folk involved in accidents don’t end up with stress injuries or shake them 

off with no long-term effects. 

-Stress injuries are predictable and normal ways to cope with overwhelming 

situations. 

-Look out for the (mis)use of coping strategies in yourself or others. 

-Be aware what psychological first aid is and is not. It is not debriefing or reliv-

ing the incident. 

-Remember the five steps to promote, and that connectedness is the most 

important of these.

-Finally, there are many people out there who are carrying stress injuries. They 

aren’t alone. 

Let’s make it okay to talk about this stuff.   C

For those that feel they need more specific help after reading this article, I have 

left information with NZAC on how to access support in this area. If the need is 

urgent, then contacting your own GP should be the next step. 

If you want to know more about this subject and want explore the subject 

yourself, here are some excellent online resources with an outdoor context: 

-The American Alpine Club has put a lot of effort into setting up a grief 

fund for climbers who have suffered or are suffering: americanalpineclub.org/

grieffund 

-The Responders Alliance contains a whole host of resources aimed at those 

who respond to accidents in their line of work: responderalliance.com 

-For those who want to dive deep into the subject, here is the link to the key 

paper evidencing the five elements or steps in stress injury mitigation: 

 researchgate.net/publication/5668133_Five_Essential_Elements_of_

Immediate_and_Mid-Term_Mass_Trauma_Intervention_Empirical_Evidence 
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S T U F F  Y O U  N E E DS T U F F  Y O U  N E E D

UNPARALLEL SPORTS VEGA AND REGULUS CLIMBING SHOES

FIVE TEN: the brand synonymous with having the stickiest rubber in the 
world. When I was a young buck dreaming of my first Castle Hill adven-
ture, rumour had it there were slabs that were so smeary, they could 
only be climbed using Five Ten’s sticky rubber. They were the brand of 
shoe to have, and unless you were getting free handouts of some infe-
rior polymer, you were quite happy to have them despite only half of the 
shoe fitting closely with the contours of your foot, whilst the other—usu-
ally the heel—flapped aimlessly in the breeze. I was so happy with the 
performance and comfort of the front-end of my Jet 7s that the sloppy 
heel was more than worth the compromise. 

Personally, I fricken love soft slippers for bouldering. There is a highly 
ill-informed majority in climbing that believe your shoes need to cut off 
all circulation to your foot, something closely akin to foot-binding. How 
often do you overhear someone at the gym saying, ‘Those shoes must 
be too big, he’s running in them!’? Nonsense. With a comfy slipper, you 
can size them to wear all day, and 99 per cent of the time you’ll still 
ninja your way up the latest V-blah-blah boulders. Should you encounter 
a climb with a really tricky heel-hook, you’ll tension down your lace-up, 
get the job done, and go straight back to your trusty slippers for the 
rest of the day. 

I loved my Five Ten Jet 7s and would have kept on buying them 
forever—except they stopped making them. So I moved on to the 
Blackwing, which are a little stiffer than the Jet 7 and they lost the toe-
hooking rubber, but they did eventually soften and become my new 
favourites. I’d buy them again, except they stopped making them too. 
This—combined with an Adidas takeover resulting in the most erratic 
sizing changes I’ve ever experienced—led me to look elsewhere.

You can imagine my curiosity, then, when I learned a number of 
disgruntled former Five Ten designers had split off and reformed to 
create UnParallel Sports. I’ll be honest. At first I was sceptical. This 

sounded an awful lot like the release of 
an ‘undiscovered’ album years after the 
headline singer had OD’d.

So in a very roundabout way, I bring 
you to why I love the new UnParallel 
Vega. They’re a copy of the Jet 7. 
Copyright infringement levels of a copy. 
And now that you’re too committed to 
back out, it’s confession time. I’m not 
really much of a gear-tech geek. I don’t 
know what a last is, or a rand, and I’m 
not about to look up what they are so I 
can crap on about how these ones are 
good or bad. What I do like is being 
able to feel what I am standing on, and 
to not glass off footholds unexpectedly. I have both the UnParallel Vega 
and the Regulus, and they’re both great. The Vega is softer and is my 
preference for the 99 per cent bit of the day I mentioned earlier. The 
Regulus has got the same awesome sticky rubber, but it is stiffer. Those 
familiar with the more recent Five Ten Hiangle may now be experiencing 
pangs of déjà vu. To be honest, the Regulus is a little ‘clunkier’ than I’d 
like, but it has some redeeming features, discussed below.

Performance - Well, maybe not ‘UnParalleled’, but it’s pretty 
awesome. David Mason walked up a bunch of V12s and V13s in them 
when he was here. Tomoa Narasaki wears them and he’s the best 
climber in the world. The best in the world!!

Toe-hooking rubber - The rubber on the top of the Vega is better than 
nothing, but it’s a little thin and disappointing. It’d be nice if they had 
the same proper, rubber-covered toe as the Regulus.

Sizing - Both the Vega and Regulus are a half-size out from the 
Five Ten Blackwings—I’m 44.5 in Blackwings, and a 44 in both of 
the UnParallel shoes discussed. It’s a nice touch that the number 
size is consistent between the two models, as opposed to Five Ten’s 
approach of using a random number generator; I was a 43 in Jet 7s, 
43.5 in the Anasazi, 44.5 in Blackwings and 45 in Dragons. This seems 
unconvincingly erratic, especially when buying a second pair in the 
same size and model without trying them on in store showed that the 
sizing could vary by a similar amount.

Fit - The Vega fits relatively wide, and the tongue is soft and 
comfortable on the top of your foot. Unfortunately, I found the velcro 
is positioned too far away from the ankle to be of much use tensioning 
the heel in place. The Regulus fit is more snug and getting them on is 
hard work. Not uncomfortable once on, just a tight entrance. Combined 
with velcro positioning closer to the ankle, this will help keep the heel in 
place for all those mantles and crux heel props.

Longevity - These are high performance shoes with very soft rubber. 
Expect them to wear out much quicker than your clogs. 

Build quality - Looks to be good, but not great. The most suspect 
area is the barely-adequate stitching on the tangs to pull the shoe on. 
This is a non-issue with the Vega, where the two halves of the tongue 
fold away, allowing even the tightest fit to slip on with relative ease. But 
the Regulus is a different story. You have to put some force through the 
tangs—I’ve not had any problems with them, but I am careful to pull 
‘upwards’ and not ‘outwards’.

Summary - These shoes perform as well if not better than the 
discontinued Five Ten models they originate from. If you don’t like Five 
Ten’s M.O. of discontinuing their models every other year, or the more 
recent Adidas changes, UnParallel are highly recommended. Let’s hope 
they don’t stop making them. 

UnParallel Sports Vega. RRP US$160 HHHH

UnParallel Sports Regulus. RRP US$140 HHHH

–Peter Allison

S T U F F  Y O U  N E E D

THE NORTH FACE SUMMIT L3 VENTRIX 2.0 HOODIE MID-LAYER JACKET

NIGHT DESCENDS. The wind builds and new snow drives into us. The 
torch beam bounces off snowflakes as we probe the slope ahead, look-
ing for a safe route in deteriorating visibility and rising avalanche haz-
ard. I pause to review my clothing. I’m wearing a couple of lightweight 
merino t-shirts (long and short sleeve) and my new The North Face 
Summit Series Ventrix hoodie. I consider adding a shell layer, but it’s 
not necessary—the snow is cold and slides off the jacket’s surface. I pull 
the hood up and cinch it up under my helmet. I’m just the right level of 
toasty warm.

A couple of days earlier, in better weather, we ascended steep 
slopes as we headed out for a climbing day. The sun was up, freezing 
levels rose and the wind was light. It was hot and strenuous work, 
and I was wearing the same merino—Ventrix hoodie combo as 
described above. Our group stopped to delayer. For a moment, I 
contemplated stripping a layer, but decided it wasn’t necessary as 
excess moisture was rapidly wicking away, and I was still the right 
level of warm without being too hot. 

At the end of each day, I asked myself, ‘Why is this jacket 
so good?’

For me, the art of mountain clothing is managing moisture—
my clothing must breathe. In winter, moisture from exertion or 
precipitation is the enemy. When you stop, you chill rapidly, and the 
energy required to dry gear is excessive. 

With the Ventrix line (there are several pieces from The North 
Face that incorporate this technology), excess moisture evaporates 
in a flash, even after carrying a big pack and plugging steps in deep 
snow. This jacket breathes.

Ventrix technology is a little like the ‘next generation’ of active 
insulations you’ve probably read about in other reviews in The 
Climber. But Ventrix is different—the 80g of insulation actually 
changes depending on how much motion there is. The insulation 
opens little pores when there is lots of motion, letting you dump heat 
and moisture when you’re moving. But when you stop, those little 
pores close back up again and keep more of the heat in. The shell 
fabric is light enough to remain supremely breathable while blocking 
most of the wind—enough that I usually use it as my outer layer, 
unless it’s really storming. It’s basically everything you’ve always 
wanted in a mid-layer.

It fits well and is super light 
and comfortable, and the cut 
looks great too. It’s slightly 
longer than most jackets, 
and this provides good 
protection from 
draughts around 
my lower back and 
kidneys.

The hood 
is amazing to 
wear on its 
own or under 
a helmet—it 
cinches in the 
right places to 
keep me warm, 
yet I’m able to 
hear well and 
maintain visibility.

At last, I have a jacket with two chest pockets—just the right 
size, easily accessible, and in the right places. They don’t restrict 
movement, and can swallow up batteries, a camera, a phone, food 
bars, a compass, or a notebook and pen.

The zipper pulls are big enough to grab with big mitts, but not 
so big that they whack you in the face in high winds. The side 
pockets are a good size for spare gloves. The sleeve cuffs are super 
comfortable, and I can wear my altimeter/watch over my jacket 
sleeve. Basically, all the little features have been thought through 
intelligently and implemented with great design.

For its weight, it’s unbelievably warm on cold days and cool on 
hot days.

And finally, in combination with merino base layers, after six weeks 
of alpine recreation, guiding and instruction last winter, and one 
wash, it doesn’t stink and isn’t stained.

 The North Face Summit L3 Ventrix 2.0 Hoodie. RRP $500 HHHHH

–Peter Cammell
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T H E  L A S T  P I T C HW A L L  D I R E C T O R Y

Use your NZAC membership to get discounts at the following indoor climbing walls: 

Auckland

Extreme Edge West Auckland
10% discount to NZAC members.

Admission: with own gear - $17 Adult, $12 child. Students 10% 

discount with ID. 1,3,6 and 12 month memberships available. 

Courses available. Climbing gear for hire or purchase. Address: 5A 

Waikaukau Road, Glen Eden, Auckland. 

Ph: +64 09 818 3038.

www.extremeedge.co.nz/glen-eden

Extreme Edge Indoor Climbing Panmure
10% discount to NZAC members.

Admission $16 Adult, $10 child with own gear. 1,3,6 and 12 

month memberships available. Courses available. Climbing 

gear for hire, or purchase. Address: 40 Morrin Road, Panmure, 

Auckland. Ph: +64 (0)9 574 5677.

www.extremeedge.co.nz/panmure

Birkenhead Pool and Leisure Centre
$11 entry to NZAC members.

Admission: $14 adult, $11 children. Bouldering $7.50. Instruction 

and gear hire available - harness $5, shoes $4.50, chalk-bag $5. 

Address: 46 Mahara Ave, Birkenhead, Auckland. 

Ph: +64 (0)9 484 7290.

www.aucklandleisure.co.nz

Northen Rocks
10% discount to NZAC members with I.D.

Admission: $18 adult, $15.75 youth under 16, $9 child under 8.

Address: Unit 17, 101-111 Diana Drive, Wairau Valley, Auckland.

Ph: +64 (0) 9 278 2363

Climbing shoes for hire, membership options, coaching and 

classes. Fitness gym, pro shop, yoga.

www.northernrocks.co.nz

Rockup Mobile Rockclimbing Wall
10% discount to NZAC members.

Climbing wall hire. See website and contact them for details and 

options available. Contact:  0800 ROCKUP (0800 762 587).

www.rockup.co.nz

Turangi

Turangi Climbing Gym
25% discount to members ($15 adult entry).

Admission: Adult $20, child $15 (15 or younger). 

Ph: +64 (0)7 3866 558. www.turangiclimbing.com

Wellington

Fergs Kayaks Wellington
NZAC club night and discount to members.

NZAC Club Night Mondays ($12 entry/$2 harness), or $15 any 

other time. Admission: Adult $23,  student $18, child $17 (less $3 

if you have your own harness). 

Address: Shed 6 Queens Wharf, Wellington. 

Ph: +64 (0)4 4998 898.

www.fergskayaks.co.nz

Hangdog Indoor Rock Climbing  
Lower Hutt
NZAC members $15 and 20% discount off gear at the shop.

Admission: adult $22, student $18, child $18 (with harness/2hr 

pass and supervised safety briefing if needed). It is $4 cheaper 

if you supply your own harness. Gear Hire/instruction available. 

Address: Unit #11 - 453 Hutt Rd, Alicetown, Lower Hutt. 

Ph: +64 (0)4 589 9181 

www.hangdog.co.nz

Canterbury

YMCA Adventure Centre
NZAC members: $16 adult, $12 under 16’s,

Club night Tuesday: $12 adult entry with valid membership card

Address: cnr Waltham Road & Byron Street, Christchurch.

Ph: +64 (0)3 377 3000 www.ymcachch.org.nz/fitness-and-

climbing/adventurecentre/climbingwall/

Uprising Boulder Gym Christchurch
NZAC Members with I.D. $16 entry.

Unlimited entry $19 per week.

Admission: $18 adult, $16 student, $14 under 13. 

Address: 199 Ferry Road, Waltam, Christchurch. 

Ph: +64 (0)3 389 5061 www.bouldering.co.nz

Otago

Waitaki Recreation Centre
NZAC discount on memberships and casual entry .

Annual pass: Adult $120 (NZAC $90), junior $85 (NZAC $65), 

family $165 (NZAC $125). Casual per day: Adult $12 (NZAC $10), 

junior $8.50 (NZAC $6.50), family $16.50 (NZAC $12). 

10% discount to school kids as a group if paid in full. Other 

groups to pay gym hire and instructor, plus gear $30 per group. 

Address: 43 Orwell Street, Oamaru. Ph: +64 (0)3 434 6932.

www.sportsground.co.nz/waitakicrc/112878

Basecamp Wanaka Climbing Centre
Admission: NZAC members $13.50 Address: 50 Cardrona Valley 

Road, Wanaka. Ph: +64 (0)3 443 1110.

www.basecampadventures.co.nz

Basecamp Adventures Queenstown
NZAC members $22  Admission: $25 Adult.

Address: 3/15 Red Oaks Drive, Frankton. Ph: +64 (0)3 443 1110.

www.basecampadventures.co.nz

Southland

YMCA Climbing Wall Invercargill
NZAC members with I.D. $5 entry.

Admission: $6, free to YMCA members. 

Address: 77 Tay Street, Invercargill. Ph: +64 (0)3 218 2989

www.recreation.ymcasouth.co.nz/com-rec/climbing-wall

Australia

Cliffhanger Climbing Gym Altona Nth VIC
Concession rate entry for NZAC adult members.

Admission: adults $17, students $15, 12 and under $12, 

bouldering $10. Passes and gear hire available. Cnr Grieves 

Parade & Dohertys Road, Altona Nth, Vic. Ph: 3025 +61 (0)3 

9369 6400 www.cliffhanger.com.au

  LEE HOWELL/ NORTHERN ROCKS

and rocky slopes above while walking up the road. Travel through the 
blechnum and beech trees was indirect as I weaved from clearance to 
clearance, but they gave way after a while to grass and scrub and I was 
soon at the first of the limestone tors. I brought out my Sony camera and 
my phone and took a few photos looking down to the road and river, and 
south-west to Culliford Hill and Mt Owen. A text arrived from a neighbour 
asking about rat traps, and I sent a reply adding that I was in the hills for a 
day grappling with the Devil. There was a PLB in my pack, but it could be 
helpful if someone knew which hill I was on if I stumbled along the way.

Scrambling up warm rock is a joy and I enjoyed bridging and mantling 
up the blocks, occasionally grasping at overhanging trees for assistance. 
Limestone blocks are sometimes stacked but not firmly attached, and it 
was not long before I reached up and found a block that moved. Soloing 
is not a good time to tumble backwards, clutching a limestone dance 
partner. I found another more solid handhold and pulled up. Then, with 
my feet out of the way, I nudged the loose block over the lip and down to 
the scrub below. 

Fifteen minutes of rock scrambling and the band of bluffs was 
surmounted. It was time to tackle the fan of limestone slabs and scrub 
leading up to the skyline ridge. I found this tiring in the blazing sunshine, 
balancing on sharp-edged limestone blocks, pushing through springy 
scrub, and avoiding incipient tumbles by hastily grabbing nearby 
branches as my leg muscles argued that lunch was already overdue. 
Half an hour of tottery moves brought me up to the crest, and summit 
fever pulled me along the jagged blocks and into the beech trees that 
clothe the east face and summit of the mountain. Two hundred metres of 
trundling southwards along the ridge and I reached the top of the Thumb, 
marked by a steel pipe hammered into rock. Beech forest blocked any 
view, but I was more interested in lunch and water. 

Fifteen minutes for sandwiches, a nut bar and two plums and it was 
2pm. Time to get moving. I decided to find a route down and across the 
steep east face toward Dart River, aiming to minimise walking distance 
along the forestry road to my car. My idea was to descend the face 
angling away from the 4km-long skyline ridge, which I guessed would 
provide slow travel over blocks and dense scrub. No compass or map 
was used on the descent and my angled separation from the ridge after 
a while became a full-on divorce. I slid down leaf-strewn slopes, avoided 
most of the rocky bluffs despite age-diminished binocular vision, grasped 
at roots for control, and thrice incautiously brushed onga onga bushes, 
numbing both hands and my right calf. 

Eventually, I aimed directly downslope into the gully draining from the 
south-east from near Devil’s summit. The descent was energy-sapping 
work and I stopped for a drink and a plum after an hour, noting how little 
water I had left before recommencing slithering down the slope. The 
sound of trickling water teased me a couple of times before I saw water 
coursing down a marble rivulet underneath a mess of branches. It was 
a surprise to observe that Devil’s Thumb is a limestone peak on its west 
side and a marble peak on its east side.

There were plenty of signs of pigs and I resisted drinking handfuls of 
water. After more pushing downhill through trees and shrubs, the rivulet 
slowly became a beck and then a small stream. Branches tugged at my 
clothing, and the arrival of trailing blackberry vines blocking my way was 
an unpleasant development. I was soon forced to search for an easier way 
onward towards the river and the road. Hot, tired and a bit baffled at how 
long it was taking to reach easy ground, I stumbled out onto a grassy fan 
and saw that a pine plantation flanked both sides of the valley ahead. An 
abandoned blue drum raised my hopes of a bulldozed track somewhere 
leading out to the river and road, but all I found were two black pigs 
dozing in the shade, a gloomy locked shed under some beech trees and a 
solitary waratah near the stream, its sharp end pointing skywards.

Waist-high blackberry, tall gorse bushes, crowded pine and Douglas 
fir trees growing in loose soil on steep slopes made travel tiring and 
difficult. Occasionally I was bluffed by the vegetation, forced to backtrack 
and seek a more viable path. Grasping blackberry vines were regularly 

defeated by moving forwards and unwinding from their embrace, my long 
trousers and shirtsleeves doing sterling work protecting my skin from 
most of the barbs. It did not pay to be too hasty moving forward. Late 
in the afternoon, a dead but still stout vine hooked my left ear and head, 
ripping my skin and digging barbs into my scalp, forcing me to back up 
and push it off before proceeding again, oblivious to my bleeding ear and 
torn shirt.

I weakened eventually, and decided to stop and fill my water bottle 
from the stream, repeating the line ‘dilution is a solution to pollution’. 
After guzzling 500ml, I stood up and searched for a way ahead. Time was 
ticking by and the river was not in sight, but I still had plenty of daylight. 
Surely I would not regret the lack of a headlight or parka. Time for many 
more leg-raises to get a boot high enough to stomp on the blackberry 
vines and make another 20 metres of progress. Those lower back and 
glute exercises I had worked on for a few weeks at home were having an 
unexpected payoff! I noted my mood was still cheerful. Perhaps when you 
travel solo, without any route information, you have no one to transfer 
blame onto and so remain positive. And there was no one nearby to moan 
to when I decided the only feasible way to proceed was to launch into 
the channeled stream, stepping my way carefully forward, bending close 
to the water at times below blackberry vines waving across the stream 
until I could hear the river rattling nearby. I exited the stream, crossed 
some scruffy grass, and lowered down a bank to the Dart River. Marble 
boulders provided me stepping stones to the eastern bank. Two metres of 
vertically-stacked boulders looked an obstacle, but I reached up, grasped 
the stem of a manuka bush growing near the edge, and pulled over 
the top. 

There was a bit of frustration crossing the blackberry-infested river 
flat and locating the forestry road beyond some pine trees, but at 6pm I 
crossed Thomas Stream bridge, drank some water, ate a bar and checked 
my map. I plodded for 45 minutes and four kilometres down the gravel 
road to my car. 

Night shift security staff greeted me, commented on my bleeding 
ear, and seemed to enjoy my tale of an interesting day out traversing 
the peak. I had taken three hours for the ascent and four hours for the 
descent to the forestry road. There had been some devil in the details 
of the descent route I had chosen. My day in the hills had exposed some 
rusting skills and my tired, ageing body, but the reminder of the need to 
keep doing trips to avoid losing all outdoors capability was now surely 
burned deeply enough to be remembered; more deeply than blackberry 
barbs, which are soon scraped out of a scalp.  C

The Last Pitch: continued from page 56



56  THE CLIMBER ISSUE 111, AUTUMN 2020

T H E  L A S T  P I T C H

‘LACK OF practice means loss of capability,’ I mused to myself as I drove 
from Tadmor valley over the low hill past Matariki and down towards 
Wangapeka valley. I realised that I had not packed a few items that are 
normally in my pack, even on a day trip such as today’s outing to Devil’s 
Thumb. Overlooked items included a first aid kit, my Victorinox knife, 
sunscreen or lip balm, a compass, a parka … even a hat was missing from 
the skimpy array of gear in the 30-litre MEC pack on the rear seat. The 
absence of each of those items was mildly embarrassing, but I speculated 
that I could scramble up and down the steep, bush-covered hill without 
them. However, there was a nagging thought that maybe it’s not just 
muscles that waste away as you age, and if you don’t get out regularly, 
basic skills erode too. Those skills include elementary things like how to 
plan a trip, committing to a start time, and what to include in a pack. 

Maybe it was just lethargy that saw me wake without a plan and decide 
at about 8.15am, after perusing Topomap, that Devil’s Thumb looked 
feasible for an ascent. At 1206m, it should be within my physical capa-
bilities—even if it was reasonably steep and I was late getting started. 
I selected a rectangle on the monitor, saved it to a document, printed 
it, packed some lunch, 800ml of water, a camera and a jersey, changed 
into hard-wearing trousers and a long-sleeved shirt and drove to a 
petrol station. 

I had looked online for information about the peak, which is visible on 
the skyline from 50km away, but had found nothing. My sketchy plan was 
to drive up Wangapeka valley road, park the car before Siberia campsite 
where it was only 2.5km distance and 925m height gain from the road 
to the summit, lunch on top and return to my vehicle. That simple plan 
was soon disrupted by a roadblock before the road crosses a concrete 
ford over Dart River. A DOC pest control operation had commenced that 

morning, but a miscalculation over the clearance needed for the truck 
carrying pre-feed to the helicopter-loading site had halted its progress 
up valley. Staff at the security cordon explained the situation and said I 
could walk up valley to commence my ascent of the peak. They seemed 
surprised at my own good humour as I parked the Kia, picked up my 
daypack, skipped across the Dart River ford and began walking up 
Wangapeka valley. 

It was about 11am and two kilometres up valley when I climbed over a 
gate, strode across a small hay paddock and entered the manuka scrub 
that dominated the lower slope of Devil’s Thumb. My scan of Topomap 
and the green-coloured slopes shown on both sides of the peak had fos-
tered a belief that it was beech forest and would allow easy travel up and 
down the flanks of the peak. Some manuka would be okay, I thought, but 
it wasn’t all manuka. I crossed a small stream to gain a spur, and gorse 
and bush lawyer quickly made their scratchy presence felt. I was soon 
forced onto a meandering pig trail, ducking under horizontal branches, 
reaching between my pack and shirt and inside my shirt collar to remove 
gorse needles before they jabbed my skin, and using a branch as an 
improvised alpenstock to push blocking gorse and bush lawyer aside. 
Sweating as I clambered upwards in the hot sun, I regretted my earlier 
decision not to bring a hat, but reflected that a light pack was helpful to 
gaining altitude. The pig trail usefully stuck to the spur and, after an hour 
of uphill work, I reached the first beech trees and a blechnum-covered 
glade. I guzzled some water, chewed a handful of scrog, consulted the 
A4 map I had printed, and guessed I was near 700m altitude. Plenty of 
work ahead, I thought, having already noted a band of limestone bluffs 
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