R s
FOR SHE

SN
N M .

et

2 s et
< P e -n =
F -
L

.  Scouting out the river above the Chute with a fine
2 - = _ example of rock strata on the canyon wall opposile



here was a pleasing sym-
metry to the Chute, but it did
little to mask the menace
implied by the short stretch of
water where steep rocky walls
squeezed the entire flow of the
Clarence River into a four metre-wide chan-
nel. Or the jagged fang of rock dead ahead.

We'd been on the water a couple of hours,
yet we'd reached the crux of the five-day
journey down Waiau Toa/Clarence River.

We pulled out upstream from the Chute
1o scope it out on foot. “Hmm, | wouldn't
want to get folded around that,” | remarked
to our skipper Simon, pointing to the jagged
rock in the middle of the surging channel,

After lining up our raft and drawing a few
deep breaths, Simon made the call: “Pad-
dle like hell and don't stop until we're past
that rock."

We soon discovered that as long as pad-
dlers commit to the right line, the Chute is
fine. Still, it was with a sense of relief that
we paddied past the obstacle.

From its source at 1700m, beneath Clar-
ence Pass in Canterbury’s Saint James
Range, the Waiau Toa/Clarence River
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flows 230km to the Pacific Ocean on Mar-
Iberough's east coast. It's New Zealand's
eighth-longest river, which is hardly note-
worthy, but its waters have carved through
spectacular and varied landscapes. And
what is of note, is that fully 170km of the
river can be paddled by intermediate-level
kayakers and rafters on grade two and
three white water, It makes it one of the
longest mulii-day river adventures in New
Zealand.

Grade two has rapids with regular medi-
um-sized waves (less than one metre), low
ledges or drops, easy eddies and gradual
bends, with passages easy 0 recognise
and generally unobstructed, although
there may be rocks in the main current
(like at the Chute), overhanging branches
or log jams.

After four hours of easy paddling on our
first day, we pulled out halfway between
Cloudy and Palmer Huts. While enjoying
glasses of chardonnay that matched the
sumptuousness of the sunset, we were
pleasantly surprised to find few sandflies,
although they appeared with a vengeance
at dawn.

» The view to the north-west
above Palmear Hut, Riverside
carg south of Goose Fiat Hut
on the second night

My background is tramping and moun-
taineering, but the advantages of river
rafting quickly became apparent. The
biggie: no backpacks. All gear goes into
watertight drums and bags, strapped in
the centre of the raft to provide stability.
With no concerns about weight, the stand-
ard of food (and wine) rises far above what
I've become used [0 on My ramping trips.

And aside from creature comiorts, trawv-
el at water level on & raft is a novel way 1o
enjoy the surroundings. Constant down-
stream movement s possible even when
sitting back and relaxng, which is possi-
ble frequently on the Wasau Toa's calmer
stretches.

Rapids encountered are mostly mod-
erate to easy, but there s plenty to keep
paddlers alen. Countiess night-angled cor-
ners demand bursts of paddling to avoid
being forced agamns: ciffs or into powerful
eddies. Steeper namower sections create
choppy waves o bounce through and get
soaked by. Shakow sectons demand con-
centration 10 avosd besng grounded. Boul-
ders above or st beneath the waterline
must be dodged o avosd being hung on, or
tipped out by. And wvigiiance along the river-
side is neegded 1 avod being ‘sieved’ by
willows that reach out with long branches
and gnaried root sysems

On calm secmons ™ere's impressive
variety in the @ncscanes At the conflu-
ence with the Acheron River, where the
rafting journey Degims e landscape is
alpine. River fiazs ang weosock merge into
mountain-scanes A2 TS e river nar-
rows, canving = way Twough high-walled
gorges and brngng padders up close to
astounding peciogy — sheer solid rock,
layered and foices o orwred strata that
speak of a dynamic panet and immense
forces of nature

Given our short fr=2 c=3v. 0 make up
some distance owr sscond day was our
longest on the mesr Thers were several
more gorges, puncassted by broad sec-
tions with impresswe cenoramic views. Al
a lunch siop = S=irmer M we met four
packrafiers fom Wak=mo Then, further
downstream, some coms sm2ared curiously
at us from benessh s=eo s While they
were surrounded Dy mubDie with N0 grass
in sight, they se=—es rperurbed. After
nine hours on e swer we pulled inata
bend south of Gooss =& Hut again on
the true right. o Dic® o =S

Here, the lancscape Sac become even
more spectacuar We mers now well into
the valley, hemres & by the Seaward
Kaikdura Range & e south. culminat-
ing in 2608m Marskam and the Inland
Kaikdura Range m Te noth, where a
black pyramid caichng the sunset’s red
light, drew my eye = Se dstant skyline.

This was 2885m Tapuae-o-Uenuku, New
Zealand's highest peak outside the South-
ern Alps. I've climbed Tappy via the classic
Hodder River approach, 50 it was interest-
ing to see it from this vantage point,

It wasn't long betore another aspect of
rafting became apparent — the complete
lack of shade. It was hot the next day, but
there was a solution; simply flop overboard,
fully clothed. Within 15 minutes of clamber-
ing back on board, clothes were fully dry.
It took seven hours 1o reach our campsite
near Snowgrass Hut. Again we were alone,
privileged to enjoy the tranguillity.

But things soon got busier, both in terms
of the many twists and tums the river makes
to reach Cabbage Tree Hut and also in the
number of other rafting parties. We'd set
off later than usual that morning and had to
work hard with our paddles to reach camp
that afternoon due to a stiff headwind that
apparently only picks up late in the day — a
trap for the unwary. It was a harsh end to
the day and sadly the remaining chardon-
nay, in our no longer chilly bin, was tepid. A
first-world problem, granted.

Our final day on the river was a surprise
to me. With about four hours rafting until
we reached the sea, some of which passed
through farmland, | hadn't expected the

scenery to be 50 impressive. The river had
bent back on itself so that we were now
headed south, with beautiful views to the
southern flanks of the Seaward Kaikoura
Range. We also travelled through spec-
tacular white rock formations that appeared
to have been blasted about the landscape
by some errant meteorite strike. And the
broader river, with more flow, treated us to
some of the best wave bounces of the en-
tire journey.

It was geod to finish this fine journey
through a distinctively wonderful part of
MNew Zealand in the same vein as we'd
started. @

Aftar 170km, the
journay ands at
the Pacific Ocaan
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Access From
Tophause Road

at Acheron
confluence

Grade Moderate
(rafting grade 2 to 3)
Times Five days

TopoS0 map BT25,
BT25, BT27,.BS2E




