THE REMUTAKA RANGE
PROVIDES A LESS
CHALLENGING
INTRODUCTION TO
TRAMPING THAN THE

NEARBY TARARUA RANGE, 1"
BUT EVEN HERE AN
EXCITING KNIFE-EDGE
TRAVERSE CAN UP
THE PULSE RATE.

BY PETER LAURENSOMN




OFF the
BEATEN
TRACK

efton wasn't keen as he eyed the

first stretch

call the “knife-edg

the rope thanks,” he confirmed to

his dad, Simon. Ahead was a wind-
scoured, hard gravelly stretch with very steep
drops on either sides. It wasn't technical, but
exposure like this is not everyone’s cup of tea.

For most people, exposure induces a
heightened awaraness danger, raising the
pulse and e ging caution. That
an 16-yea 5 mind as he ging
inched his out,

And what lay beyond a small flat spot mid-
way across really did live up o the local name
for the infamous Mt Matthews cheval - a climb-
ing term indicating a section of ridge 50 narrow

i i itis raversed. While
s
[ Malte Brun cheval, which

2 meatagr g till exudes menace.
The Mt Marth version is a type of slippery,
crumbling. unreliable sandstone.

Mt Matthews, 941m, is the highest paint in
the Rem a Range. The range i5 seen by

a good wn o the higher,

more challenging Ta Ranges ta the north,

Crongorongo River wends through Remu-

; Farest Park on its way to the coast, justta

the west of Turakirae Head. Though the Oron-

gorango can be dangerous in heawy rain, its

wide stony flats also offer easy travel deeper
into the park,

I'd used this approach on two previous climb
of Mt Martthews is well-trodden north ridge
track to South Saddle, then on to the summit.
From the top I'd looked along the steeper east
ridge towards Morth Saddle and thought it
would be a worthy route 1o take one day.

and found lin L T

Club trip repons, plus an entertaining vi

Paul McCredie (set to the Mission Impossible
theme music). | contacted Paul who explained
that the route from Morth Saddle, along the
knife edge. is an epic trip.

E | e're
talking b , not that
poncy alpine club nweed jacket stu

Paul 1old me id that Daniel Riddiford
a seftler who arrived in Wellington in 1840 and
then purchased land in Upper Hutt and Oron-
gorogo, tred North Saddie as a stock route 1o
the Wairarapa. Judging by what I'd seen from
Mt Matthews' summit, Riddiford me op-

eather was calm and clear. My com-

Simon, Caron and Sefton were travel-
ling light = day packs and trail shoes. The plan
was o a

: Ianrl Alpine
Club mber), over Mt Matthews and down

the well-trodden Mt Maitthews Track, a trip ex-
pected o be about eight hours return.

We set off at dawn, leaving plenty of time to
get back before the Catchpool Campground
gate was locked at 6pm.

We made good progress up the Orongo-
rongo Ri then up Matthews Stream. | en-
joyed the climb up the streambed, finding it
easier than expected. Being an off-track route.
I checked off each tributary stream on my topo
map and Garmin altimeater, confirming we L
where we thought we were. Eventually :

d 450m, the point where ungers d

route 1o head steeply up ugh bush to

ih Saddle. A ributary stream appeared that
was not marked on the map, but pink rriangles
just visible in the narrow gloomy gut indicated
this was our route. 1
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| was leading, working hard to keep tabs on
the sometimes difficuli-to-spot triangles and
weather-beaten pink tape, and excitemeant was
building to get up onto the ridge top. At a steep
waterfall, there was no evidence of triangles
or tape, The others were taking quite a while
10 join me so | carried on up what appeared
to be the smear of a trail. It also remained in
clear terrain. avoiding dense undergrowth to
the right.

As | cleared the waterfall Simon emerged
from the gut below, shouting for confirmation
as to whether or not my route was best, | was
starting to question this, 5o geswred that ei-
ther to his right {which proved to be the cor-
rect route) or following me were options. Going
fight into dense undergrowth wasn't appealing,
and | wasn't keen 1o downchmib, but in such
perfect conditions | figured I'd keep climbing
until | reached the ridge, then follow it to the
right until it led me back along to the saddle,
where I'd rejoin the others.

As | climbed towards the ridoe, the vegeta-
tion became very dense. | picked up pig trails
on my knees then stomach, grovelling through
gaps in the stout trunks and rotting branches
only just wide enough to let me through. Then
the bush lawyer made its appearance. The
park was feeling less and less like a nice soft
pre-amble 1o the Tararua Ranges.
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Reaching the ridge, | was relieved 10 see the
pink triangles reappear. | concluded that if |
stuck 1o them like glue I'd soon be at the saddle.
The triangles led off down the ridge, which was
exactly what | expected to see.

After about 20 minute’s | sensed | should've
reached the saddle by now. My altimeter re-
vealed that I'd dropped 250m, placing me below
the 620m saddle. Then a clearing in the trees
revealed a lovely view of the MNorth Saddle and
the entire ridge leading up to Mt Matthews, now
above me and stretching off to the distant south,
30, back up the bogus spur | went, It was a well-
marked pest control line heading 30-degrees off
from where | should have gone. Back at B00m
and now aware that my instincts had been
wrong, | carefully searched and found anoth-
er pink triangle-marked trail. This time, it led to
the saddle. The tiny distant figures of the others
were waiting for me at the chewval.

FaY
The knife-adge,
or cheval, viewed
from abaut T00m
above North Saddle

A fewe more ups and downs and | was with the
others. | took a breather while Sefton worked his
WEY across 1o the mid-point of the exposed sec-
tion of the cheval. Simon, who had gone across
first, was already eyeing up the main chal-
lenge beyond the mid-paint; it was knife-edged.
Stretching perhaps 20m was a sleep section of
exposed silty rock. It was firm but brittle and, in
places, unreliable, On either side of the knife-
edge were drops, but the southern side was the
biggest menace — certainly a no-fall zone.

Foriunately, it's possible to drop below the
knife-edge on the north side to avoid having to
cross it, which is what Caro and Sefton did. Be-
ing nimble, Simon made it look quite reasona-
ble, untl the firal few metres where he resorted
10 straddling the knife-edge like a horse — just
like many climbers do on the Malte Brun chev-
al. Getting off the knife-edge onto more stable
grass-covered ground proved o be the crux.

| followed, testing each hand and foothold be-
fore weighting it 10 make sure it wouldn't crum-
ble. After some grunting and sweating | also
found myself ‘straddling the horse’ just below the
grass. | stood up carefully and positionad my-
self to lunge upward as Simon had done, but |
couldn’t quite get into a failsafe position. The cliff
on the south side seemed o suck at my back
and my tired left leg didn't feel up to the chal-
lenge. | decided this was no place (o take a leap
of faith so sat back down and bum-shid my way
down the north side 1o join the low trail.

Above the cheval we climbed steeply for about
230m up scrubby, bushy terrain (o Mt Matthews.
That familiar spot was reassuring and the clear
afternocan light allowed us to view the Inland and
Seaward Kaikoura ranges 1o the south,

The Mt Matthews Track is rugged 1o begin
with, but soon becomes a well-rodden trail, We
had a problem though it was now past 3pm
and we still had a good 1300m of descent and
11.7km to cover in thres hours. A forced march
at the end of a hard day wasn1 deal, but we did
manage to hobble iria the car park just minutes
before the gates were locked

My Garmin watch wéd me I'd walked 42,000
steps that day - and =0 dud my thighs. | was
barely capable of stawrs for several days after-
wands. Several oenasls also died a miserable
death.

We'd learmed thar the eheval and the route
leading 10 11 oeserved respect. Even the rela-
tively low-hang Remuaaka Range can offer wor-
thy challenges i you chogse (0 lake them on. &
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