A Tale of Two Summits: An Earnslaw/Aspiring Adventure
Exams were over, all was done, 

Now was time to have some fun,


Some would call our trip ambitious, others just plain stupid. No one said that we were likely to fail miserably, but they didn’t have to. It was that obvious what the final result was likely to be. Climbing Mt. Earnslaw at 2830m would be challenging enough, but to go on up the Rees valley, over the Rees and Cascade Saddles and then up the Matukituki Valley to climb Mt. Aspiring, that majestic mountain, 3033m above sea level, would be a gargantuan effort. Not even we young and enthusiastic trampers held much hope for a successful mission… but of course we would try anyway. Why not?
We left town on the Friday night,
And in the morn’ were at the site,
The car was broken, it wouldn’t start,

But we were there, so we’d depart,

Finding someone to come and do the Mt Earnslaw section of the trip with us was crucial, if only for the ride up to the start of the Rees track. Peter kindly offered to drive up to Dunedin from Invercargill to take us all to the destination, including Tomas, a Czech fellow who responded to my advertisement to the list, which was absolutely fantastic of Peter. While this meant that we would not be inconvenienced with having to return to a vehicle in the wrong place at the end of our trip, it also meant that we couldn’t leave until 9:30pm, as Peter had to drive up after his work finished.

It also meant that we would have to travel in Peter’s car, which by all accounts seems to be rather temperamental and prone to breaking down. Part of this was undoubtedly due to the way Peter drove the car straight over the bumps and through the fords as far down the Rees Valley as we could go. When we were forced to stop we had covered distance that we would otherwise have had to walk, but it seemed at the expense of Peter’s car, which wouldn’t start. In all honesty, I wasn’t too concerned with this new development: we were where we wanted to be. Our trip had begun.
Saturday morning and we had gone,
To start our epic journey on,

Along the Rees and up a hill,

What drove us on? Sheer sweat and will,

Walking along the Rees from about 9am gave no indication of the shock to the system that would follow. I hadn’t done any tramping for about a month or more as I had been busy with exams and this was to show as we began our climb to Kea Basin and beyond. As seems to be the way when tramping with Peter, we talked constantly of everything and anything, from politics to dead explorers as slowly we came up to meet the bushline and then the snow line and finally the bivvy. Throughout the day the view became more and more impressive as we rose higher and higher, and yet the going seemed to get harder and harder. Crossing the snow slope to Wright col was slow and tiring and I was very glad to get to Esquilant Bivvy where we were able to cook dinner and go to sleep. This was one of the highest places I’d ever slept in New Zealand, and certainly one with some of the most impressive views I’d ever seen.
Yet next morn’ we woke at 5,

And though was hard to look alive,
We got ready, begun our climb,
Was feeling good for the first time,

Despite waking at 5am, it wasn’t until just after half past 5 that everyone crawled out of bed and found something to eat. We had forgotten the breakfast somewhere (which wasn’t the first time for us), so made do with muesli bars and cabin bread. The climb from Esquilant Biv up Earnslaw was good until we hit a section which was slightly dodgy due to the sheet of ice on the rocks and the terrible run out (falling was absolutely out of the question). We set up an anchor and Peter lead climbed it so that he could belay the rest of us across and up the section. From there the climb to the top was straight forward.

And what a feeling it was up there,
Breathing in the summit air,

Looking out across the land,

Everything as so far planned,

Earnslaw was the highest mountain I had ever climbed, and to stand at the top of it on the nicely rounded summit was just the most amazing feeling. It really was incredible, almost spiritual. I had achieved something substantial that I could be proud of. We could see far and wide, over to Lake Wakatipu, across to the Humboldt Mountains, beyond to Mt. Tutoko, up to Mt. Aspiring and just generally 360 degrees of incredible panoramic views. Alexis and I both rang our fathers to let them know of our accomplishment (and in my case so I could wish my father a happy birthday).
With Earnslaw climbed, our trip was good,
Proceeding as well as it all could,

Now we walked down to the Rees,

Not yet was it, our trip, to cease,
We donned our heavy, laden packs,

Complete with food, rope, harness, ice axe,

And walked for hours to find the hut,

Exhausted, eyes were soon closed shut,

When we packed up and left from Esquilant Biv, I had some inkling that our task was not yet done for the day, but it didn’t seem it. We bum slid a lot of the way to Kea basin, which took no time at all and made for a very fun descent, better than any amusement park I’ve ever been to and a lot cheaper as well. Then at the bottom, Alexis and I said our farewells to Peter and Tomas, who were faced with a long walk back to Glenorchy in the absence of a usable car, and we continued up the valley with our heavy packs to walk the seemingly endless distance to Shelter Rock Hut. Most people who go tramping have had experiences like this, where you feel exhausted and like you are carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders (what item can I conceivably dump to lighten the load? Do I really need my sleeping bag? Do we really need all this food?), where the hut never arrives and it requires sheer determination to keep going and not just stop.
We didn’t have far to carry our kit,

So we slept late and waited a bit,
Dart hut was not too far away,

‘Twas nice to have a cruisy day,

We shared Shelter Rock Hut with a couple who had the same plans as us for the next day, to walk over the Rees Saddle to Dart Hut. Because we had had such a long day on the Sunday, we decided to sleep in and gave them a 2 hour head start. It wasn’t too long before we had caught them and it was very nice to have a day just lounging about in the hut. A storm came over that night and although watching it snow outside rather heavily was very pretty from the comfort of a hut, it was rather menacing from the point of view that we would have to climb up to and over Cascade Saddle that next day, the location of a number of fatalities in the past and not an easy prospect at all with the addition of fresh snow.
Tuesday had three separate parts,

The walk to Cascade, a good start,
The pylon walk took a long time,

The descent downhill was far from fine,
It was quite dangerous and scary,

The slope so steep it was eerie,

Avalanche debris was scattered about,

The snow we sure had reason to doubt,

The day started well, it was warm and no longer snowing. We left early and made good progress to the Dart glacier and in climbing to Cascade Saddle. Our troubles for the day started here though. The snow was very deep and rather horrible to walk through. Not for the first time did I wish I had with me some snow shoes. The toilet was completely buried with just its chimney poking out, an indication of how much snow had piled up in the area and how difficult it was to walk through. Another difficulty was that I had lost my overtrousers somewhere on the Rees track and the snow was certainly deeper than my gaiters, meaning that my legs were cold and wet.

It was by no means all over once we made it to the pylon however, rather it seemed that our little ordeal had just begun. Coming down the slope we couldn’t at first find the route as a result of buried markers and so had to find the route using our memory of the area, the map, and our inspection of the terrain. Conditions were perfect for avalanches, a combination of fresh snow, sun and steepness, which was made obvious by the presence of large amounts of avalanche debris. Descending down the slope, I released a slide under my feet which saw me slipping down the hill toward a cliff, the kind you don’t want to fall off. Somehow I was able to roll away and dig my ice axe in some more stable stuff and watch as a substantial amount of snow rolled away from beneath me and over the cliff. This was not a good feeling; rather it was actually very scary. From then we ended up pitching down the next 400m to the snow line, placing snow stake after snow stake, occasionally abseiling off a waratah, and being incredibly cautious. I can’t tell you how good it was to be able to walk on solid ground again. We decided not to continue past Aspiring Hut, but couldn’t afford to stay at the actual hut so slept in the shelter instead.
The Matukituki Valley is a great place,

Somewhere safe, a comforting base,
French Ridge too is a healthy climb,
In getting there, we made good time,

Meeting Jono in the Matukituki Valley was great: we had new, good company, and importantly a new supply of food and some spare overpants for me. This fresh element to our trip made for an enthusiasm that translated into walking very quickly to French Ridge Hut. We had originally planned to go to Colin Todd Hut via the Bevan Col route, but on advice from the hut warden, we decided to take the alternative Quarterdeck route at the top of French Ridge onto the Bonar glacier. The forecast we received at French Ridge Hut wasn’t great, a storm was due to come over during the morning of the next day and it was decided that we wanted to be at Colin Todd Hut at that time. 
The stars were up and it was cold,

Conditions were great, like we’d been told,

The walk was perfect under night sky,

That experience won’t pass me by,

We woke at 2am and were all packed and out the door by 3:30am. It was our first real alpine start, and it was absolutely amazing. The snow was frozen hard and a delight to walk on. The cool air was so refreshing and nice and the walk just went perfectly. We had a set of tracks to follow as the previous day a party had done the reverse of what we were planning to do and so we safely hugged Mt. French rather than going straight up the Quarterdeck as we may otherwise have done. The Bonar Glacier was such an awesome place, so remote, almost magical under the night sky and with conditions as they were, visibility coming and going with the passing clouds. Just to be there at night in the dark, surrounded by mountains so close, that I had heard and read so much about, was an absolute privilege and an experience I will never forget. 
And Colin Todd Hut was very nice,

So solid, firm, surrounded by ice,

We felt like proper mountaineers,
So slept and lounged about right there,

We arrived at Colin Todd Hut very early in the morning after making excellent time, just as the day was beginning to break, the wind pick up properly and the snow begin to fall. Very kindly, one of the people in the hut got up to make us a brew and throughout the day we slowly began to figure out the nature of the parties sharing the hut with us. There were two other parties, one comprising of a guide, Marty Beare, director and chief guide of Aspiring Guides Mountaineering and his client, and the other party comprising of two clients and two guides: Simon and Adrian. They were all great people with plenty of advice regarding the condition of various routes and were even kind enough to plug some steps to the foot of the ramp for the next morning when conditions cleared.
Next morning we were up at two,

That day we had a lot to do,

We left at three and started climbing,

Up the mountain we were pining,
The climb was great, was heaps of fun,

And soon we found the ramp was done,

Not far to go, the summit right there,

Aspiring, Aspiring, yes we were here,
We climbed right to your glistening top,

And only there did we do stop,

The view was stunning, incredible,
The air so clear, the world so still,
The light of dawn over the land,

Inspired such awe, it was so grand,

It was so special, that feeling up there,
I’ll never forget that thrill so rare,
And soon, too soon, down we went,

But on that summit the time we spent,
Made me feel like I was great,

I’ll always remember that awesome date,

Even though we had left Colin Todd Hut at much the same time as the other two parties, we climbed to the summit and were back down the North West Ridge before either of the other two parties had climbed up the ramp. We tried to find a decent place to abseil onto the Therma Glacier but weren’t able to with only one rope, nor could we find the route along the North West Ridge by sidling around the buttress on the Therma side, so we decided in the end to just descend via the way we had come up, the ramp. This ended up proving a good decision, despite being the scene of a number of fatalities in the past, as we were very careful and did not have to contend with afternoon sun.
A break and then again we’re off,

The snow was now becoming soft,

The Bonar was hot, so very hot,

The sun beat down upon its slots,
Oh how we wished for cooler air,

As walked we up that glacier,

It really was so bloody warm,

The sun was in its hottest form,

It was like a sauna on that glacier that day. We stripped and coped as well as we could but at the expense of our skin, which was to be affected badly by sunburn. I would recommend anyone else wanting to walk along the Bonar glacier on a hot day to keep their shirt on, no matter how uncomfortable it is, and to apply sun screen every time they stop. They will regret it if they don’t. The sun really did make that walk up to the quarterdeck pass a real slog and coming down the other side was very dodgy due to the condition of the snow, which was soft and wet and rather difficult to walk on. There was no purchase to be had in it and I even managed to slip and fall up to my thigh in a crevasse. We stayed away from the slope under Mt French because of snow and ice that was regularly falling from it and were very glad when we were able to walk along the nice, crevasse-free, gentle slope down to French Ridge Hut.
We stopped for a bit, but then pushed on,
Soon the snow around had gone,

We were machines that very day,

Walking back the whole damned way,

Caroline, the hut warden at French Ridge Hut was incredibly nice and gave us tea and biscuits when we were there. We eventually left at 7pm, after we had had a nice rest, because we were all still feeling good and didn’t want to add to our already quite large hut fees. It hadn’t yet been decided whether we would stop somewhere, or just walk the whole way out. In the end we just didn’t stop anywhere and in this way the matter was decided.


We were barely functioning when we arrived at the car, but did enough to pack everything in and start driving. I don’t remember exactly what went on in my exhausted state, but it soon became evident that we would not be able to get far because we were all falling asleep, so in the end it became a matter of sleeping for a bit and then driving a little way further down the road before stopping again for another rest, until we arrived in Wanaka about 5am. The friends of Alexis’ that we visited in Wanaka were extraordinarily nice, providing showers and food and a place to freshen up and rest after our long and epic trip. We were very smelly. I hope they know how much I appreciated their kindness and incredible hospitality.

Looking back, I know this trip was something special. It one of those trips that I’ll remember and keep with me for my whole life. It was the sort of tramping trip that you dream about, and the kind of adventure that you are always trying to repeat, but can never quite capture the same sense of achievement, and pure exhilaration as new and amazing things are experienced for the first time. Hopefully the trips later in the summer will replicate many of the elements of this trip that made it so unique and incredible.

So now I’m back and rather glad,

This was the best time ever had,

Two peaks, two saddles, what a climb,

Ambition’s key to a good time.
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