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IFRACTURED LAND

The future of huts in the crumbling Southern Alps
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fier a steep scrarmble, we reached

a srmall platform, beyond which

WAL OUF CFLIX = & RAFAEW, eapoied

and broken knife-edge (a0 che-
val], leading to the summit of Te Hekenga,
With our packs on and Ro ODE, Gk rELalw
started to ditse e,

“Just pop out there Tor & phato, Pete” Jos
suggested. "We can't retreat without at least
o

AL | refuctantly balanced my way acnoss
the crumbling narmow 1op of the dreaded
Te Hekenga cheval, | suddenly hw & way
threugh.

'.I".r.'!ualh-' Joe, | reckon there is & way
acresd)” | said. “See thote picely farmed stepd
there?”

And b, the Cheval Kid was bom, Joe
perked up and 300n crossed the cheval
without his pack to see if the g;hing Was any
better araund the bluff an the far side. In a
rscarment & huge smilé appeared, confirming
that “Thunderbirds are 9o, with packs’

In Maori, ruahine means ‘important
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elderly woman| As a Wellingtonian, I've
baen many timas into the nearby Tararuas,
bast the Auahine Range is masch less familiar
to me. My main experience there had been
& s wiinter climi a couple of years ago to
Mangaweka, the highest pointon the range.
On that trip | encountered much more gen:
the terrain than | was used to further south
in the Tararuas = indeed more like the soft
curves of a sensuous woman.

Now, with my pack on, preparing to go
back onta the cheval, any thoughts of sen-
suous curves had evaporated.

I had been asked to join two backoowntry
veterans, Shaun Barnett and Joe Wawala-
nigc, on a four day trip into the hills. While
the weather had been all over the place,
with unusually high ralnfall across mach of
thee coasntry, we could see a fine spell kaxom-
ing over the Fuahines, so this is where we
headed. Shaun plotted a clreuit joining
many of the range’s high polnts inone 33km
loop

We started at the Mangakukeke Road

end, which Is surrounded by private famm-
land. Beforehand, | called ahead to secwne
permission to pass across Richard Gosringe's
farm on our way inand Colin Thampsan'son
oar way out. Mot far above Gominge’s farm is
Purity Hut, beyond which we'd spend maost
of our time abowe 1500m on an expansive
round trip from the west to the east and
back again

Alomg with the opportunity for me to get
ta know the Ruahines betier, the beauty of
our route lay In being on the tops for all bt
a couple of hours on the first and last days,
and being able to camp out under the stars
fior three consecuthve nighits.

We set off across Gorringe’s farm and
soon met the man himself, plus an impres-
sive team of dogs, on the ridge leading to
the forest park. Gorringe has a reputation
for being pretty blunt about access perrmis-
sion. He says he's lost stock ever the years
due te trampers passing theough, which has
hardened his approach. But both times 've
neaded to cross his farm he's been helplul

aned hapgy to have a yam, which we did this
tirmee, whille wiping sweat From our brows. it
was sunny and humid and the access ridge
is steepn

Once into the fonest it was anly another
hour or 30 to Purity Hut and ity panoramic
views to Mt Ruapehu, But our destination
for the evening was Iron Peg at 1703m,
the route to which i straightforward, hull-
Ing me into a fabie sense of comfort. As we
progressed higher, though, the wind inten-
sified.

Beside several tarns near lron Peg, we
battled with surprisingly chilly, fast moving
cloud, swiring about as we strung up cur
tent and fly. After dinner, with the clowd
clearing, we sauntered along the Hikurangi
Range to tag Mangaweka (173 1m) Throwgh
breaks in the cloud we enjoyed a blood-red
sunsat,

It was actually a lot colder than we'd
expected overnight, but dawn was a pho-
tographers drearmn. A fantastic lenticular
dome hovered overhead, catching the sun's

rays in it aben-like, concave underbelly.
Soon though, we wene back in the murk
ai claud Jg&il'l swanu:ed . This B haw it
rermained A we dropped off lron Peg and
travarged the I'idgE' rowards Dr.uinga,mme
iix-kilgmetnas EWay and with about 550m of
ups and downs

bs we plodded through the mist. it felt
mone and mong like we were in the rog-
ged Tararuas than on ary gentle womanly
curves. By the time we reached Ohuinga,
the weather was clearing, revealing an end-
on, fareshortened view of Sawtoath Ridge.
It dida't ook far but aféer 3xm of travel on
the steep-sided knife-edge ridge, -often
-dl:rn.:l':-;ling thiree or four points of contact,
we were happy to reach Tiraha (1858m) at
the far end. The wind still howled, $o we
dropped off the west side of Tirsha in search
of @ sheltened bivey spot on the eastern side
of the saddle at 1600m,

Jow, while never running out af Energy,
wasn't keen on another cold night. o he
cpted to descend the 200m to Howletts Hut

Oin th rickpe bestwen lron Peg and Chuinga

on Daphe Ridge. There he could read his
niswspaper and then charge up in the mom.-
ing e re-join ws. Shaun and | wanted to be
in the best spat for sunrise, so we stayed on
the tops. As it turned out. the night was nod
a3 cold and, in rey bivey bag, | rmarvelled a1
the sky, clear and spray-painted silver with
galaxies of star

The weather had improved By morming,
boding well for the day's challenges. On top
of Tiraha, we watched a huge catchment of
clowd, channelled between Ohuinga and
Tirakha o it spilled in $low mation over Saw-
toth Ridge. Ruapehyu hoversd above the
cloud in the distance as the whole magnifi-
cent spectacle took an the changing colowrs
of sunrise.

Satn Joe wat back with us and we set off
over Taurmatsernekurd [1682m). Due to the
high rainfall we'd had in (he previous weeks,
W CAmE Upon SCores of tarnd alang the
route.

1t was a lovely morning but we did have
sormething oo our minds that Kept w2 tad
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on edge. Dur drux was fast approaching = a
chival near the summit of Te Hekenga that
Gorringe had wamed us sbout, We'd seen
Te Hekenga from various angles the day
before and it had looked somewhat -e]narljr,
Mow, a8 we got close, it seemed to alternate
between ‘yeah nah, o worries"and hmm'

&t the base of the steep craggy section
leading up to the cheval, a trall branched
off around the base of Te Helkenga on the
southern side. The climbing option looked
intimidating and Shaun decided there was
o good neason to ignore a perfiectly good
trail. Joe, on the other hand, was bursting at
the seams to get anto the chewval,

50, uphe and lwent, both hands required.
Upon reaching a little platform just before
the cheval, | realised | didn® like either
option facing me = go over it, or down
climb what I'd just come up. Joe joined me
and took off his pack, tentatively venturing
out to confrm that indeed it was dodgy
groand. Between the two of us though, we
eventually recovened our commitment. Get-
ting across wnprotected was, nevertheless,
at the edge of my comfort zone,

Sunasl view from camp above Kelly
Knight Hut on the lnst night
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Afterwards, on the summit of Te Hekenga
whizre Shaun had come around and up 1o
meat us. the two veterans agread that the
cheval was the gnariest section theyd
encountened on any non-valoanlc terrain in
the Morth Island. That made me feel better.

With our cruy behingd ws, we still had some
work to do bafore the day was done. It was
clear and calm. And hot. B2neath Maunga-
mahue we came upon two crystal chear
tarns which were too inviting to go past.
After a cooling dip, with replenished water
bottles, we climbed Maungamahue b enjoy
an expansive view taking in virtually our
entire route. From this aspect it looked big
and impressive. And our intended camgpsite
- & tarn at 1440 - was less than three-kila-
muatres away beneath Pourangakl at the top
of Darty Spur. Life was wearisome but good.

“Oh v, that's not good news,” Shaumn sud-
denly sald. He had just discovered, as we
crashed our way thraegh waist-high tussoeck
and spanlasds, that the levy was dry. How
irpnic that, after passing so many brirmming
tarns. the cne we neaded to be full was
empty. Shaun's theony was that the luxuwri-

ant tussock around the tarn had drained it
Hi was actually abls to axtract half a litre of
water by digging a hole beneath ane of the
tussocks, all of which sat bedded in quite
soggy ground. Too arducus to stay and
camp thaugh, so only one thing for it, plod
on davwm to Kelly Knbght Hut. S00m below

At about 1200m, Shaun piped up again:
“That's welrd, | can hear trickling”. Indeed
he had and soon, just before sunset, we'd
strumg our fly across the trall beside a tiny
babbling brook on the rdge. It was a lovely
way 1o finish the day. We even had a pécture
pastcand view over the lowlands 1o Mt Rua-
pehu,

After a good slesp and a leisuraly break-
fast. we set off on the final, mastly devwnhill
ctretch to the car. Beyond Kelly Enight Hut,
the last couple of hours were through native
fofest, tracing the Pourangaki River and
then acrass farmiand. It had been 3 won-
derful raund trip, dispelling any mitcancep-
tioms I'd had that the Ruahines ane a Lafter
option than the Taranuas. Important eldedy
wornan maybe, but, if so, still powerful, rug-
ged and suffering no feols. w

WILD FILE

Access Mangakukeke Road
end, in and out via private
farmland. Access parmissicon
can bea gained from Richand
Gosringe (06 382 S856) and
Colin Thompson (06 382 557T)
Grade Difficult

Tima Road and to Iran Pég,

4.5-Bhr; Iron Pag to Tiraha Bhwy,

8-8hr. By to Maungamahue,
&-Thr. Maungamahue to road
end, Shr

Distance 33.5km

Total ascent 2590m

Map B8, BL3S

Dowmnload the map and route
nobes for this trip at
wwnaLwildernesimag.conz
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