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V While some walk the Round the Mountain Track, diis -

Peter Laurenson headed for to Tongariro National Park with
a different objective in mind: an ‘over the mountain circuit’ 3'

A campsite on Ruapehu's
Wathahanu Ridge provides
perfect viaws of Ngauruhoe
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IT FELT LIKE a ‘long time between drinks’. But finally,
after almost two months since New Zealand entered
Covid-19 Level Four, we were driving SH1 into a prom-
isingly radiant dawn.

Mot only were we now in the considerably freer world
of Level Two, but the Metservice forecast indicated
calm, clear weather for at least three of the next four
days that we expected to be away.

With companion Shaun Barnett, the plan was to camp

on Ruapehu's Summit Flateau — something each of us
had done just once before. Then Shaun was keen to
tag the tops of Tukino and Te Heuheu, before we took
a new descent route for both of us, down Waihohonu
Ridge. Qur start and end point was the 1400m car park

on the unsealed Tukino Village Road, at the point where

it bisects the Round-the-Mountain Track.

Our enthusiastic predawn start from Wellington al-
lowed us to be underway, slogging under the weight
of our packs, by about 11am beneath an unblemished
blue sky. | was surprised 1o find the weight of my p
oppressive as we trudged gradually upwards to Tu
Village. Two months of sea-level living seemed 1o
caught up with me.
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On the deck of the Tukino Alpine Ski Club (TASC)
lodge, it felt quite odd enjoying a yarn with lodge man-
ager Don French, who was up there on a working bee.
Lockdown exit jitters | supposed.

We were impressed to see Don's new pigce de
résistance — a beautiful new double glazed feature
window at the western end of the lodge. And more
impressive, he explained that he had recently climbed
It Pembroke in Fiordland, which meant he had just two
unclimbed peaks remaining of his one-hundred peak
challenge.

With daylight hours at a premium, Shaun and | traced
the poled route in the direction of Whangaehu Hut. It
wasn't long before hard, frozen snow encouraged us to
DUT On our crampons.

The hut is set on a bluff above the Whangaehu River
and provides lovely secluded tranquility, but it was cold
and there was no stove to warm things up.

Our bubble burst about three hours after dark, when
a young man appeared in shorts, soft trail shoes with
strap-on four-point mini spikes and a 35kg pack. Jamie
from Hawke's Bay was tough, but ill-prepared for the
conditions he'd encountered.

Shaun Bamett on a ridge leading to

the Sumn Plateau - Tuking far below

“Man, I'm glad to be here,” he said. "The adrenalin
was pumping out there for a bit, before | saw your
candlelight in the window.” His only light source
was his smartphone.

Before setting off the next morning, we cautioned
Jamie to be extremely careful if he chose to ascend
to the Summit Plateau, pointing out that climbing
down is usually harder than going up. He was soon
forgotten though as we becarmne immersed in our
own climbing up the craggy ridge towards Cathedral
Rocks.

It was a beautiful morning and stretches of frozen
snow provided the perfect crampon surface. In other
places it was very hard, requiring care and concentra-
tion as we alternated between white stuff and volcanic
rock. My pack felt better now and my sense of well-
being became even stronger when we breached
the crater wall east of Cathedral Rocks.

The Summit Plateau looked stunning in the bright
sunlight. Certainly alpine, but not fully snow-coated,
with patches of rich volcanic yellow, orange and
crimson rock placing us in photographic nirvana,
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By midday, we were setting up camp on top of the
2672m Dome. It was so calm, we could leave our gear
scattered about as we pleased. And there aren't many
‘rooms’ in the Morth Island with a better view than our
tent on the Dome.

After lunch, Shaun felt like some downtime but | was
keen to use the conditions to do a little packless explor-
ing. My plan was fo circumnavigate Crater Lake, as I'd
done alone once before in winter conditions. But it soon
became apparent that in the thinner autumn conditions,
the route was considerably more tenuous — a lot of very
loose scoria and rubble, interspersed with patches of
hard ice, all mixed with plenty of exposure. At the first
highpaint on the east side of the lake, | lowered my tail
and retraced my steps.

My consolation was a plug up to the steep, iced-up
crags that started about 30m beneath the summit of
Paretetaitonga, from which there is
a panorama of the entire plateau,
as well as Mt Ngauruhoe to the
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Shaun and | knew such conditions on the plateau are a
gift.

Once packed, we bid farewell to Spiderman and encour-
aged him to join a New Zealand Alpine Club snowcraft
course as soon as possible. He clearly had drive and
strength. And no doubt good balance too, considering
the terrain he'd covered in his inadeguate climbing gear.

An hour later, Shaun and | began climbing up the
northern crater nm towards Tukino Peak. I'd climbed
Te Heuheu several times before but only visited Tukino
once. That time, Tukino was a mass of rime ice, jut-
ting out into a cavernous void. This time, there was just
volcanic rock but the vertigo-inducing void remained.

Though Te Heuheu is slightly higher than Tukino,
its summit is much friendlier. We enjoyed some time
up there in calm conditions marvelling at the view.

Mt Taranaki was visible on the western horizon. By
now though, cirrus tendrils had appeared, reaching
across the sky from the north-west to announce a
coming weather change.

We dropped off Te Heuheu and considered what the
best route of descent might be. To our left, Pinnacle
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eventually reuniting with him 2 %oa no= —eTes
down.

Despite the weather changs o o=—acs tecanse of
it, the landscape also changed Sess our =l =ourally
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A couple of hours after leaving o =moses w2 hit
the Round The Mountain Track &5 wres ~or Sack
to our car. @

ABOVE: Departing the
Dome with a view
north to Tuking Peak and Te
Heuheu; LEFT: Starting out
frem the New Zeatand Alpine

Club's Whangaehu Hut

WILD FILE

Access From SH1, on
the unsealed road to
the 1500m car park
near Tukina Village
Grade Moderate-
difficult

Time Tuking Village to
Whangaehu Hut, Shr;
To Dome and Summit
Plateau, &-5hr; To Te
Heuheu summit, 2-3hr;
To Waihohonu Ridge
camp, 2hr: To Tuking
Village, 3hr

Distance 23.7km

Total ascent 1994m
Accommodation
Whangaehu Hut

(%10 (NZAC members),
$20 (non-members),
gight bunks

Topo50 map B|34, BJ35

Find t=a mas pad route notes for this
trip @ wwvw, w1 ldgrnessmag co.ng
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