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Message from the President

Hi ANUMC members,
This year is the first time that I've seen the club through the
eyes of the Executive. In case you weren't aware, the
Executive comprises club members that volunteer to do all
the grinding and thankless administration that keeps the club
afloat: deciding on budgets and gear proposals, fronting up to
meetings with the SRA and dealing with our website getting
hacked. Although being on Executive involves some hard
work, it is very rewarding and a great learning opportunity.
I have another long held suspicion, that outdoorsy people are,
well, just better people. After a year on the Exec, I now
believe this more than ever. Being on the Executive has meant
being a member of one of the best teams that I have ever had
to privilege to be on. I am so impressed with the integrity,
enthusiasm, work ethic and sheer levels of competence that
comprises our Executive. It would seem that all the qualities
that make for great outdoor sport enthusiasts, translate well
into club administration.
So, a little about what our club actually does .... facilitate fun
in the great outdoors! This year was our second ski season
with alpine touring gear to hire, and our first year of offering
packrafting – which were christened on a trip to New Zealand.
Many adventures have been had and are being planned,
including those awarded expedition funding: packrafting
down the Franklin, mountaineering at Cordillera Blanca
(Peru), hiking the Larapinta trail and traversing the Eastern
Arthurs in Tasmania. Closer to home, we've had plenty of ski
trips, paddling trips, hiking trips, climbing trips and the list
goes on. Keep reading this Epic edition for more details :)
The club's huge range of sports is one of the reasons why it's
so easy to stay a member of this club for so long, there is just
so much to try and do! I've been a member of the club for
over 10 years and it just keeps managing to wow me. I hope
you've as great a year as I have and thanks for being part of
our club!
Melanie Stamell
El Presidente
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Holly does the windmill on Mt Coree.
Not all trips go according to plan. Although plugged as
giving stunning views of Canberra, the summit of Mt
Coree was shrouded in fog. Nevertheless, the windy and
icy the trip was enjoyed by all. Trip Leader: Ivan Dovana
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Horses for Courses
Back Country Skiing at Dead Horse Gap
By Steve Lade

On perhaps the most spectacular weekend of the
entire winter, Tim, Marta and I arrived at the
Cascade Trail carpark just below Dead Horse
Gap. Thirty centimetres of snow had fallen the
day before and we were the first to break tracks
through a landscape of crystal white.

The only disadvantage of fresh snow is that it can
clump under your skis, especially when warmed
by the sun. Marta in particular had to struggle
with a few kilograms extra attached to the
underside of her skis; glide wax from a party of
day trippers who caught up to us helped a little.

As we ate lunch at the top of Bob's Ridge, low
cloud moved in creating a mood of mystery for
the exciting descent to follow. The fresh snow
easily forgave an occasional fall as we reached
Cascade Creek and rounded the corner to the
cute, wooden Cascade Hut.
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As it was still mid-afternoon, after setting up our

tent we dumped packs and followed the fire trail
for several more kilometres south through
spectacular tall forest. It was a special
experience, and quite likely a rare opportunity,
to ski though this kind of forest. The experience
included an encounter with brumbies at less
than 10 metres distance.
After returning to the hut and a simple dinner we
quickly retired to a warm night in our snug tent
(note: there is a gear store tent marked 5-man
that is surely only for three!)
Tim's track record of sunny weather at the snow
remained intact the next day, as Sunday greeted
us with more spectacular weather. With the
day's uphill completed before lunchtime, we
passed a couple of hours in the afternoon
practising our telemark turns on slopes by the
Thredbo River, aided by the soft powder snow.
Just before the carpark we negotiated our way
past a few children wielding toboggans who had
escaped from the ban (on toboggans, not
children) at Thredbo resort.
Thus ended a beautiful, refreshing and calm
weekend in great company. Cross-country skiing:
like hiking but even more fun!
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Larapinta Trail
By 2018 Adventure fund recipient Jay Sims
Nothing prepares you for the beautiful experience of
the MacDonnell Ranges, the appreciation of arid
nature and the intense connection you have with it.
The hike promoted female empowerment and
diversity in bushwalking. There were four women in
the group, Yushu and I; and Trish and Simone who
we didn’t meet until Melbourne airport.
The Larapinta Trail is an 18-day extended walking
track in the Northern Territory. Its total length is
almost 300km from east to west, from Alice Springs
to Mount Sonder. It follows the West MacDonnell
Ranges, along the ridge line and the plain below.
No matter how
much you
research and try
to prepare you
can only do so
much without
impacting your
pack weight with
unnecessary
equipment. I was
the lead hiker and
organiser for the
She Devil Trekkers
Larapinta Trail 2018, so I needed to make sure that I
carried a PLB, GPS, maps, first aid kit, and that
everyone else carried the necessary items to be fully
self-sufficient.

when the opportunity arises to really enjoy a
properly cooked meal after surviving on dehydrated
meals day in and day out on the trail.
It took us 10 days to build up callouses around our
feet, for our bodies to adjust and strengthen from
hiking with pack weight. Our bodies were not used
to crossing such distances in weather we were not
acclimatised too. Hiking distances varied between 18
– 25km per day, in dry heat through rocky ascents,
dusty red desert, rocking hopping dry rivers or rock
climbing/scrambling with weight of our packs. At the
beginning we hiked as a group, later paired up and
hiked to our natural paces.

We spent each night either cowboy camping
(without tents), watching shooting stars under the
moonlight or enjoying
the luxury of the three
walled shelters. We
had breakfast at
sunrise, and dinner at
sunset. We would
grow stronger and
faster carrying our
homes for 18 days on
our backs. Ascending
and descending hills
with the best views of
the red desert. You
grow to appreciate the
minimalist life only
using essentials and

We were humbled by
beautiful views of
mountain ranges,
marvelled at the water
gorges, occasionally
taking an ice-cold dip in
some. Taking photos of
lizards, birds and
gushing over vibrant
coloured flowers that
were a stark contrast to
the red sandy desert
and sparse woodland
environment.
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Eddy was able to save the day by getting the
company to arrange a later pick on the same day
2pm! Lesson 2: check you have the correct dates and
double check the transport company has those
dates plus a copy of the itinerary from the company
to make sure that it listed the with right dates.

After
experiencing the
ups and down of
the trip together,
the best bonds
are those you
form during the
struggles
together. You
become
accustomed to
being isolated in
the wild. We
knew when we
were alone and
when we
weren’t. The hikers we met shared the same
sentiments and appreciation of the land. For those
18 days, our lives comprised of hike, eat, eat, eat,
drink, sleep, and repeat. It was a simple life, more
time to think, to appreciate your surroundings and
to sit down and get to know your hiking pals.
Occasionally things still went awry, after all my
planning; my booking for Standley Chasm for a
cultural tour for the group fell through. Turns out
their online booking system doesn’t work even
though I booked and paid I still had to pay again in
cash. Lesson is to bring receipts for everything
because I couldn’t just go online to prove my
purchase as the Wi-Fi they had specifically doesn’t
work for iPhones. We were all iPhone users…

After the trip was done and dusted, would I have
done it again? Yes, I would change very little of the
trip as for the most part it went well. I was in good
company, there wasn’t a day where I wasn’t
laughing with the women I was hiking with. You had
to laugh at the difficult parts and reminisce about
the highlights.

The second time things went awry was on the last
day, when the transport company we were
expecting to pick us up never arrived. Thankfully my
Garmin Inreach GPS has texting capabilities and I
was able to get my partner, Eddy to follow up with
the transport company. Turns out they had the
dates wrong (pick up the following day would have
caused issue with our flights home), here we were at
the end of the trail expecting an 11am pick up.

The experience from this trip has me eager to plan
another longer distance trip. What do I have planned
in the future? Bike Packing the Hunt 1000 [ACT to
VIC in 11 days through Alpine ranges] and 6 weeks in
the Bibbulmun track [1000km hiking] in Western
Australia.
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Her Larapinta Episodes
By Yushu Soon. Images by Yushu Soon and Jay Sims

− The Last Apple −

She came to the realization that this was the last
fruit she had for the trip, so she took a photo of
it before she started eating it, cautiously, and let
every bite of sweetness quench her thirst.

If worse came to worse, she could go to Lone
Dingo - the best outdoor store in Alice Springs before she began the Larapinta Trail with three
other amazing ladies.

“Don’t pack your fears”

Two days before, she bought two apples from
the only Woolworths in town, as if she didn’t
know these juicy treats would bring extra
weight. Her pack at the time weighed about 17
kg: 3 litres of water, 3-4 days of food and heaps
of anxiety.

While bidding farewell to her last apple, she
didn’t foresee that many days later she would
come across a kiosk that sold fresh fruit at
Ormiston Gorge.

“Don’t pack your fears”, said her mentor the
day before she left Canberra. There were so
many “what if” questions in her mind even
though she couldn’t think of anything essential
that hadn’t been packed.

But at that particular moment, she was surprised
that, what she had always taken for granted
could become so precious in the arid
surroundings.
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− The Walk −

Wandering in the wild, for her, was a quest for
aesthetic enjoyment. She found great
satisfaction chasing the beauty, although
strenuous, on her own feet. What pushed her
forward was the belief that the view is always
more stunning if the way leading to it is tougher.

Brinkley Bluff, Counts Point, Lookout to Mt. Giles,
Mt. Sonder were the higher points during the
trip. The steep sections were laughing hard:
“Now you know Alice Springs is more than a
desert.” She was spellbound by the contour and
curves of the West MacDonnell range, especially
when it was dyed the lively colours of sunsets
and sunrises.
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The land was ancient—the quartzite and rocks
she encountered could easily be 600 million
years old, even the Finke River and Ellery Creek
are believed to have existed for 350 million
years.

After three days she took off her watch, for the
new routine of walking and walking had given her
a sense of timelessness. Setting the alarm clock
for an early start was almost the only attempt to
control time.

Another feature was the diverse vegetation. The
plants and flowers, ranging from spinifex, ghost
gums, palm-like cycads to wattles, were showing
off their strength and determination in the
rugged environment.
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− The Consoling Nightfall −

Upon arriving at the campsite she dropped her
walking poles and released the waist buckle
right away. The clicking sound was a liberation
after a long day of sweat and effort. The sky was
dark.

Here she set up her bed, boiled water, made
liquid soap from soap leaves, and cleaned
herself in total mindfulness. She had all the time
in the world to do whatever she wanted without
disturbing the others.

Her distorted feet
were incredibly sore
from carelessly and
repeatedly kicking
rocks along the way from Birthday Waterhole to
Hugh Gorge Shelter.

All of a sudden, dingoes
howled in the distance - she
stood up straight and paid
attention to the call, her
emotions changed from angst, unease to awe
and astonishment. For a second she thought a
rendezvous with a dingo would probably be fun.

“Her distorted feet were
incredibly sore…”

It was the seventh day and the hardest day for
her during the trip, physically and mentally. She
sensed the urgency to be alone, and so she
quickly ate dinner with the others and moved to
a small, isolated area with sandy patches on the
ground not far away.

Around 9pm she crawled into her sleeping bag
and gazed at the stars and silhouettes of the
trees with warm tears in her eyes. The shooting
stars took away the pain, the gentle moonlight
said: “Tomorrow’s a new day.”
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− The Return −
The journey back to the civilisation was
not easy. At the end of the trail she
bumped into a young girl like her, who
was going to begin the Larapinta walk in
an opposite direction. She wished her a
”safe re-entry“. She didn‘t know what it
meant until she was back in Alice Springs.
Cars, streets, pedestrians; norms,
unspoken rules. During the walk it was
only herself who would care if she had
taken a shower.
She left her dusty freedom in Larapinta
and travelled reluctantly back to
Canberra. She was feeling very sad, but
because time is ruthless, after a few
weeks the memories started to fade. Yet
the experiences from the trail has given
her self-confidence and resilience in a
subtle way—she just needs time to
realise them.
-END-

I would like to express my gratitude to the ANUMC for the generous adventure fund that
supported me in completing the first long-distance hike. A big, big thank you to Jay for her
tremendous effort in planning and leading the trip. Without you the trip would not have come
true. Thank you, Simone and Trish for your care, tolerance and being such inspiring companions.
Thank you to all my lecturers and tutors for forgiving my three-week absence. Thank you, dear
friends and mentors from the Club for giving me valuable advice and encouragement. Most
importantly, thank you mom and dad for your enormous support. – Yushu Soon 2018
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Article by Ivan Dovana. Images by Ivan Dovana and Yushu Soon

K2K

POSTCARDS FROM THE

On the Labour Day long weekend Yushu, Chini, Susan and I
joined a group of alumni from Newcastle and Sydney
University Mountaineering Clubs to
tackle the arduous Kanangra to
Katoomba walk.
The K2K is an epic 47km walk in
the Blue Mountains through
designated remote area, taking in
Kanangra Walls, Wild Dog
Mountains, Cox’s River and Narrow
Neck Plateau.
Lucky for us ‘Magic’ Mick Davis and
Tommy G hired a bus from
Katoomba so we didn’t have to do a
tedious car shuffle. This gave us two
and a half days to complete the trek.
The weather was fantastic and the hills unyielding but we
made it in the end. It was truly an epic and amazing walk.
The photos don’t do it justice though. You’ll have to use your
imagination to sense the sweat, chaffing and blisters.
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This is harder than we thought

3. Descending Craft’s Wall
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Avalanche
With input from Tom Brazier and http://www.snowsafety.com.au/
In September a group from the ANUMC participated in the Snow Safety
Australia AST1 Avalanche Safety Training at Jindabyne and Guthega. On
this course they learnt the basic theory on the causes of avalanches, how
to interpret backcountry snow reports and how to survey snow layers to
determine likelihood of avalanche.

Greater than 90% of
avalanche victims survive if
dug out within 15 minutes.
The best way to survive an
avalanche is to recognise
areas prone to avalanche and
avoid them.

Did you know…?
There were two avalanches in Australian resort boundaries during the
2018 season.

If caught in an avalanche, try
to get off the slab by veering
to the sides. Treat the
avalanche as a fluid and
‘swim’ vigorously to stay at
the surface. As the avalanche
slows, clear space to breathe
and wait for rescue.

An avalanche occurs when a cohesive slab of snow lying on a weaker
layer of snow, when triggered, fractures and slides down a slope.
Three conditions required for an avalanche are: a snow-covered
slope, a snow layer resting on a weak snow layer, and a triggering
mechanism.
98% of avalanches occur on slopes between 25 and 50 degrees.
Shallower than this there is generally not enough sheer force to
fracture a slab.

Avalanche air bags are backpacks, which when inflated increase the
victims volume and help them drift to the top of the flow by a
principle called inverse segregation. They also create a greater air
pocket for the victim, if buried.

Avalanches may be triggered by natural forces or human activity.
The likelihood of avalanches increases whenever there is a rapid
change in the environment such as wind, temperature and
precipitation.
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Obviously someone snores.
The campsite on the main range is bathed
in the pastel colours of the sunset.
Trip Leader: Stefan De Montis
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Lured by thoughts of milkshakes at the
Paragon. ANUMC bushwalkers start the long
haul up the White Track at Bungonia
National Park with the Shoalhaven River in
the background. Trip Leader: Yushu Soon
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My First Taste of Mountaineering
A beginner’s experience on the mountaineering workshop
By Chini Datta
Walking uphill in the snow isn’t as simple as it
seems. As I plod up the steep slope, I feel myself
slipping with every second step I take. The
warm sun seems to illuminate specks of
rainbow within the white slush underneath me.
Glimmers of light reflect off the snow, dancing
in my eyes.

Mountains are definitely no place for weaklings.
But recently, thanks to the ANUMC, I was lucky
enough to be granted the opportunity to get an
introduction into what mountaineering involves,
without having to face the life-threatening
consequences of making mistakes.
In total there were four of us on this trip. It
involved us spending two days out at Mt
Twynam, Kosciuszko National Park. Jai and Dan
were amazing teachers: kindly and patiently
teaching me and Fabian how to do the basics.
We learned how to walk with crampons (and
more importantly how to put them on in the
first place!), how to build snow anchors, how to
self-arrest, how to do pitched climbing, how to
rope up to cross glaciers, and how to navigate
crevasse-ridden terrain (by crevasses, I mean a
series of inconveniently positioned ski tracks
which we had to imagine were deep rifts that
could kill us should we fall inside).

I try to concentrate on getting my footing more
solid by testing the snow in front of me with my
feet before putting all my weight into the next
step. Out in the distance, trees and rocks sit
peacefully on the rolling white hills which
surround us. If they were conscious they’d
probably be laughing at me. But enough of all
this. I have been told to pretend that I’m on the
side of a real mountain and we’re learning how
to save ourselves should we fall off.
Approaching the top of the slope, I tentatively
sit down on the snow. Dan, who has been
teaching me the technique of self-arrest, grabs
hold of my feet. I lower my back to the snow,
until all my weight is in his hands. I’m essentially
suspended flat on my back, with nothing but a
scary looking ice-axe in my hand to halt my
impending descent. As soon as he lets go I will
fall head-first down the incline. ‘Ready?’ he
asks. ‘No’. He lets go anyway and I begin to
slide, gathering speed as I descend. I try to dig
my ice-axe into the snow but I’m moving much
too fast to hold onto it. I lose my grip on the
handle and fall all the way to the bottom of the
slope. Once I come to a stop, we all begin to
laugh. If this was a real mountain, this would be
no laughing matter.

I feel so grateful to have been included in this
trip despite being a complete and utter novice.
Thanks so much to Jai, Dan and Fabian for
putting up with my clumsy awkwardness.
I have learnt lots from this experience and even
though the idea of me climbing a real mountain
seems impossible, it’s ever so slightly less
impossible now.
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On my recent K2K trip we got talking about
common errors beginners do on trips. The more
my group and I discussed the topic it became
apparent that most mistakes can be distilled
into three common themes: Underestimating,
overestimating and misrepresenting ability.

Although trip leaders will endeavour to provide
a thorough description of a trip’s difficulty, this
doesn’t mean anything unless you’ve actually
tried it. YouTube videos often paint a
glamourous picture but don’t give a sense of the
sweat, smell or suffering.
When planning beginner activities, trip leaders
tend to keep them short and require less
physical exertion, so participants can gauge
their fitness and skill. Nevertheless, if a
participant is still struggling it’s always good to
have an ‘escape route’ to shorten the activity or
have an alternate way home.

Under-estimating ability
Underestimating their ability is by far the most
common beginner mistake. Not just
underestimating their ability to do the activity,
but also their ability to turn up alone and make
new friends. Trip leaders seldom have to deal
with it though, as participants who underestimate their ability rarely sign up for trips. As
a result of this self-sabotage, they miss out on
fantastic opportunities and experiences.

Misrepresenting ability
Participants who misrepresent their ability are a
trip leader’s worst nightmare. Luckily it doesn’t
happen very often. Driven by a Fear Of Missing
Out (FOMO), these participants deliberately lie
about their ability, fitness or experience so that
they can participate on a trip (and more often
stay with their friends).

The best way for beginners to gauge their ability
is through the ‘come-and-try- activities, weekly
climbing, kayaking and bushwalks. These tend
to be more social, with plenty of supervision
and interaction. Those who do sign up are

Rookie Errors
Opinion piece by Ivan Dovana
generally surprised by what they can achieve
and make heaps of new friends. Also remember
to ask lots of questions. There are plenty of
experienced members at the club who are all
too willing to pass on their knowledge.

Participants who misrepresent their ability tend
to be discovered at the most critical time: at the
top of an abseil, at the start of rapids or on the
most fearsome downhill. As well as giving the
trip leader few options and a greater
supervisory responsibility, participants who
misrepresent their ability destroy the bond of
trust between themselves and the trip leader.
Pre-trip meetings and training are the best way
for identifying unskilled participants before
embarking on complex trips.

Over-estimating ability
Over-estimating ability is the second most
common mistake beginners make. Overestimating ability is not a malicious act and can
be attributed to a lack of experience or lack of
appreciation of the activity. Participants who
over-estimate their ability are often found
lagging behind the group on arduous bushwalks,
in shock when they hit the cold water in a
canyon or not able to keep their kayak tracking
in a straight line.

In the end, dealing with rookie errors is all part
of the learning process and the art of being a
trip leader.
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Don’t be…”that guy!!”
We all know that guy/gal who, against advice, wears cotton thermals on a trip and spends the
whole time cold, wet and miserable. This is a collection of other things that that guy/gal has done.

Trying to work out why
that guy’s canyoning pack
won’t float I find a
waterlogged lunchbox,
leather shoes, towel and
loaf of bread. I then find
that guy’s dry bag neatly
folded in the bottom of
his pack.

On a difficult multi-day bushwalk,
where we’re all struggling with 20kg
packs, that gal shocks everyone by
pulling out a massive 3L water cooler.

Dunning-Kruger effect: “a cognitive bias in which people of low ability have a illusionary superiority and mistakenly assess ability as greater than it is.”
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You know that you are at the
right place when paddlers gear up and head off
towards the put-in as it starts to snow. Because icecold water is not enough, you want it snow on you.
time of the year, that you
don’t feel your face after you roll-in (the rest of your
body is wrapped up in dry-suit); still this didn’t stop
250-300 white water kayakers paddling the Snowy
River and camping around Island Bend for 3 days.

The Snowy River Extreme Race is organized on the
last weekend of September/first weekend of
October, when normal people are still back country
skiing in Mt Kosciuszko. The water is so cold at this
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A team in any division consists of 2 paddlers, and as
with any race, the goal is to reach the finish line as
quickly as possible. The point of being in pairs is to
watch out for each other; naturally this means that
you want to pick a partner who you know, trust and
paddled together at least a few times before. Being
very conscious of my image (and safety), most of the
time I paddle with the best of the best white water
kayakers in Canberra, like the SRER Women’s Expert
Race Champion and the Women’s Freestyle
National Champion. You can imagine how much I
was out of my comfort zone when I realized that I

This year ANUMC represented itself with a team of 4
racers and 2 supporting staff. Tom Brazier and Xavier
Anderson were determined to win a packraft as the
first prize for the Inflatable Division; Will Massey just
wanted to have fun in the Intermediate Open
Division; while I was determined to survive the race

without swimming in the Intermediate Women’s
Division. (For non-paddlers, if you end up swimming
down the rapids instead of sitting in your cosy and
safe kayak, it means that you have seriously messed
something up.) Jason Macqueen and Peta Stamell
had to give up their dreams of racing this year,
because we needed someone to capture our
heroism, Jason as cameraman and Peta as timing
officer.
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My happiness didn’t last long when I saw TJ being
pinched on top of a rock at the next drop. Being a
true partner, I immediately recognized her need: I
targeted her boat with the tip of mine, and following
some power strokes I bravely knocked her off the
rock, sending both of us down the rapid. We
recovered quickly without capsizing, and continued
our way down so swiftly, that we missed the proper
line, and instead of taking an S curve in the river to
paddle around some obstacles, we tried to paddle
straight down. This frightened the safeties, because
a strainer (a piece of fallen tree) blocked our path. In
the last moment we modified our line and missed
the tree, and managed to drop into the pool of calm
water which lay between the two rapids.

was going to race with a woman lacking the 15 years
of experience that I’m used to in a paddling partner.
But as someone who picked up white water
kayaking only a year ago, I wasn’t the most desirable
race partner either, and TJ with her 2 years of
experience was a fine match. We agreed that we
were too green to have any chance of winning, so
we would take our time and carefully paddle down
the race course without much carnage.
When we lined up at the start, I was so scared. Only
the face mask of my helmet saved my honour before
we shot out as Peta gave us the sign to start. TJ
being the senior, she went first to show me the line,
but right in the first rapid I managed to take a rock
on the wrong side and dropped straight into a hole
(where the water tries to suck you in and capsize
you). The safety marshals at the river edge were
already readying their throw ropes but I fought with
all my power, and to everyone’s surprise I managed
to push myself out without capsizing. Followed by
the excited roar of the safeties/spectators, I happily
paddled after TJ to continue with the next rapid.

By this time my nose plug slid off, and there is one
thing I’m more afraid of than swimming: getting
capsized without my nose plug on. Replacing a nose
plug when you are wearing pogies (neoprene gloves
attached to the paddle) and facemask is a real
challenge, but I managed it in 30 seconds; at least
we could catch our breath before the rapid I
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I continued swiftly down the next rapid, only a
hundred meters away from the finish line. TJ caught
up with me, and to
demonstrate our superb
partnership, she managed
to get pinned again on a
rock in front of the whole
crowd right before the
finish line. With the wellpractised move I knocked
her off the rock, and we
paddled into the finish line
side by side. There we
shook hands, and as in the
greatest stories, I never
saw her again. Not even at
the award ceremony, where to my biggest we came
5th out of 11 teams! (If I didn’t spend 30 seconds
with my nose plug, we would have come 4th!)

dreaded most. It had two large holes which I had to
swim previously, and believe me, it was really not
fun. By now I knew
how I could avoid
them, so instead of
following TJ closely, I
just went straight for
my safe lines. TJ did a
good job avoiding
them too, so we
managed to reach the
last big rapid: the
Waterfall. This grade
3+ rapid consist of 2
drops which follow
each other at an angle.
I have heard that once someone went down the
wrong way, and ended up being taken away by a
helicopter. If you go down the good way, you still
have to avoid some very turbulent holes. Given its
severity, it was secured by at least a dozen safeties
and had the most amount of spectators. A real hero
run.

The other big surprise was how much I enjoyed the
race itself. Fear left me somewhere in the middle of
the run and I truly enjoyed the ride down the rapids
with a partner I could
rely on. Coming 5th,
while being greenest
paddler in the race is
just an added plus. I
blame Anna, Sue and
their faithful allies,
who tirelessly took me
paddling all over the
place and fished me
out of water so many
times. My undying
gratitude also goes to
ANUMC, where Terry,
Jason, and Mark spent
so much of their time introducing me to white water
and listening to my nagging of ‘when are we going
paddling again?’ and ‘I want grade 3 rapids.’ They
like to be nagged, so why don’t you, drop an e-mail
to the kayaking officer and ask when the next white
water paddling intro training is running…

Now there is one
good thing about the
Waterfall: you can
paddle around it and
thus avoid the first
drop. You can bet
which way we went.
(I promise next year I
will run the hard
way…) Which was
probably a good
idea, because TJ
plunged down the
drop but got
capsized in the turbulent water at the bottom. I tried
to boof off the top to avoid the hole, without much
success, but it gave me enough momentum to not to
get stuck and also avoid TJ who was already rolling
back up.
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Packraft Piracy
A how to guide by Jess Thorn

Firstly, know your adversaries’ strengths and weaknesses…

Blue
Strengths: The leader of the pack. Technically
solid. Can carve through any rapid and pirouette
round any obstacle. Good at rescues.
Weaknesses: High risk of ruining expensive
equipment in surprise attacks.

Bumble
Strengths: Big and stable, sunny disposition.
Punches through holes; surfs standing waves.
Good for ride-shares. Often helmed by Mark.
Weaknesses: Often helmed by Mark, a target for
takeovers.

Little Red
Strengths: Small, lightweight. Good for sneak
attacks. Has alliance with Big Red for protection.
Weaknesses: No cons. Is perfect.

Big Red
Strengths: Tom’s AR raft. Sleek and fast.
Adaptable. Good for scouting. Can fit one, two or
three, with packs, comfortably.
Weaknesses: One paddle. Competitive streak.

The Thundercat
Strengths: Xavier’s raft. Fast. Tippy (when
jumped on). Pretty much steers itself; you don’t
need a paddle to get down rapids.
Weaknesses: A broken seat strap bumps this
luxury raft’s rating down one star.

…Next, prepare to attack
INSTRUCTION

Select setting
Step 1.

Before any piracy is attempted assess
upcoming water features, particularly
rapids and rocks.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION
We’d survived the white water at our entry point on the Haast
river, just below the ominous Gates of Haast. After a few
more sets of rapids, the river broadened. Sweeping bends
were framed by the deep greens of overhanging trees. All
around those in the packraft fleet were relaxing, putting up
their feet and stretching back to enjoy the float. But the
adrenaline was still pumping… time for a takeover!

Select victim

Step 2.

Surreptitiously engage in a complex
sequence of hand gestures, winks,
eyebrow waggles, and paddle waving
to choose the prey. Use the same
communication method to coordinate
strategy. (Unless you Surprise Attack,
in which case skip to Step 4.)

Prepare
Step 3.

Use river features and flows to
stealthily manoeuvre vessels to best
position for attack.

Who to target? Mark. Always Mark. 1 Sometimes Xavy. 2 But
on this occasion both Mark and Xavy weren’t on the river with
us.
We identified the next most logical objective: the raft lagging
behind, Captain McQueen’s. Plus Jason had pulled out some
chocolate – fair game for raft boarders.

Floating into position, Galina held back to close off an upriver
escape, Ben glided over to ‘chat’, Tom poised for a sprint
starboard attack, and I ferried across to the river’s true left.

It was on! We erupted into action.
Ben and Tom went for a kamikazesque charge. A reverse Trescue! The hull was exposed! Jason was almost upended!

Attack
Step 4.

Attack by all means (and force) at
your disposal.

The aftermath
Step 5.

As needed: Swim to bank. Negotiate
return of own raft. Empty water from
raft (until such time as the club gets
the self-bailing feature). Put feet up
and continue the downstream drift.

Galina and I used our paddles to disrupt his line of vision (we
splashed him, we splashed him good).
But Jason’s seat, developed over years of rafting and
kayaking, was too steady!
He recovered and engaged in hand to hand combat, pulling
us from our rafts. I made a last ditch effort and went for the
hostile board. Tom, save Little Red! Could I taco him? No,
well, plan b: where was that contraband to seize?
But I was bearing the brunt of the dodgem-style attack now.
Jason had turned us against ourselves! There was a person
overboard (Ben? Galina?)! And a swamped raft drifting
emptily. Madness! There would be no winners now.
Key takeaways: Jason wields the power of the River and
Rafting Gods and will always win against the rest of the raft
fleet. Make sure he’s on your side.
Target Mark next time.

*No packrafts were harmed in the making of this guide.
**Photo credit: Jason McQueen, Jess Thorn
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Because he’s the ‘mark’.
Because he has an ‘x’ on his back…

Kyrg Adventure
By Dan Comber-Todd. Images by Dan Comber-Todd and James Bailie

Essentially, we decided to go to Kyrgyzstan because I’m lazy
and cheap. I had wanted to organise a serious
mountaineering expedition for some time, and Kyrgyzstan
was attractive because climbing there requires no
expensive permits, everything is really cheap there, and
there are heaps of tall unclimbed peaks. This meant that we
could make a first ascent without having to either hike for
days to a peak that had been neglected due to
inaccessibility, or climb something so hard it scared
everyone else away. My original plan had been to go to
China, and through the expedition fund the club had
decided to give me money for this. It took a little bit of
smooth talking to get the change approved, but
only a little bit because the main problem
seemed to be that no one knew where
Kyrgyzstan is.
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Feature
Article

booked a fifth floor apartment in a building with
It took a fair bit of research to find a suitable mountain.
no lift. We had a full day in the capital to work
Because I’m not on an APS salary, helicopter access was out
through our monster shopping list. Vasili and I
of the question (it was $4500 USD each way!), and I wanted
stuck to the supermarket as James and Alistair,
to find a peak that was certainly unclimbed - a surprisingly
armed with superior language skills and a keen
hard task given the sparse details in some reports.
sense of adventure, explored the Osh Bazaar, a
Eventually an obvious candidate emerged - Peak Ushat, the
massive
tallest in a small range that had apparently
open-air
been explored by a climber in the early 1900s,
“…I wanted to find a peak that
market.
but was ignored since. The Soviet maps
Their best
indicated that abandoned Soviet roads should
was certainly unclimbed.”
buy was a
provide easy access. In “Mountaineering
plastic bowl imported directly from China which
Regions of Kyrgyzstan”, Vladimir Komissarov spoke lyrically
said “Happiness means chaste and joyous life.
of the region - “Without state that it has never been
Let’s live the French family lifestyle with vigour!”
climbed, the singular elevation of the range, the presence
of vertiginous northern glacial slopes, the high altitude can
A day of driving got us to Karakol, the closest city
all transform this pyramid mountain to a pretty ground of
to our mountains, where we were met the next
technical play, in a wild loneliness atmosphere.” - I was
morning by our driver with his massive truck. The
sold! Moreover, the mountain was only 20 km from a small
truck was a necessity because of the poor state of
settlement - an abandoned mining town called Enilchek, so
the roads past Enilchek. We rode in the back of
there were roads all the way to the access valley.
the truck - essentially a large crate with
windows and benches. For some reason
we were completely locked in. The door
to the passenger compartment could only
be opened from the outside with an allen
key carried by the co-driver. This proved
to be a problem on one short stop when
he didn’t bother opening the door, and
gastric disagreement with the local food
meant that one of us needed to make a
quick exit from the truck. We were able to
call the allen-key-bearer over, but after
this incident he was most conscientious in
opening the door every time we stopped.

With the choice of mountain settled, I had to find a team.
Solid and dependable as ever, James Bailie was in. Because
he’ll say yes to anything, Vasili Trigas agreed to a 5 week
trip in the middle of his second semester at university (we
chose the dates so that two of those weeks would be the
semester break, leaving Australia in the middle of August
and returning in the middle of September). Finally,
Alistair Bell, an English climber who I had met when I
last visited Kyrgyzstan also agreed to come. His
inclusion was most fortunate because he can actually
speak Russian, a skill that the rest of us did not
possess, and probably couldn’t be bothered to learn.
Flying from Sydney to Bishkek - the capital of
Kyrgyzstan - was a little adventure in itself, with a
layover in Dubai’s low-cost carrier terminal that was
ample training for the rigours of a mountain bivy. The
training continued after we arrived because I had
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The truck shifted into gear with a firm jolt
that threw us and all of our gear forward, and the
rest of the ride was no less bumpy. Nonetheless,
the scenery was amazing. From Karakol we
climbed wide green valleys with stands of pine
trees, clear mountain streams, and herders living
in yurts. There is a massive saline lake just North
of Karakol, so the nearby valleys are well-watered

by the rain. After crossing a high pass of over 4000 m we
entered the rain shadow of the mountains and the grass
gave way to dust and low spiky bushes. The valleys
narrowed and steepened, so thin in some places that the
road had been cut out from the cliffs. In some places bluffs
of rock plunged right in to the river, and impossibly steep
mud cliffs towered above us. The river on this side was fed
by by glacial meltwater so it was grey and roiling. Some
distance downstream it emerged by the city Aksu, in the
arid Chinese province of Xinjiang, which was now closer to
us than Bishkek.
As we approached Enilchek, the driver stopped many times
to ask after horses to help us get our gear to the mountains.
In Enilchek he found a family who had some horses free. As
we negotiated with them, our driver’s helpfulness became
transparent. He now refused to drive the roads past
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Enilchek, insisting that they were terrible
despite what he had told us that
morning. He clearly realised that if he got
us horses he wouldn't have to risk his
truck on the harsher roads. The
horsemen also had us in a bind, doubling
their prices when they realised they
were the only game in town. They also
insisted that we’d have to pay for the horses they
rode. After we made the deal, they told us it
would take until the next day to get the horses
from the pasture, but that they could give us a
room for the night - for a fee. This was of course
more expensive than our hotel in Karakol, or even
our apartment in Bishkek. I noted that, despite
living in a settlement of about 50 people in a
deserted part of Kyrgyzstan, the family all owned
iphones.
The next day we reached our drop off point after
only a few hours, crossing a swollen side stream
on horseback. A quick bit of geography: Enilchek
is on the bank of a large river called the Sarydjaz.
Peak Ushat is at the head of the Taldybulak Valley
- a tributary of the Sarydjaz located a few

kilometres downstream of Enilchek. The horsemen
had decided that it was easier to walk along the
wrong bank of the Sarydjaz River, but this was okay
since there is a cable crossing only 2.5 km from the
Taldybulak Valley. The cablecar was a rusty Soviet
relic - a small cart that hung below a pair of cables
strung across the river. A crankshaft allowed one to
propel the cart across the river. I have absolutely no
idea why anyone decided to build a cable car out
there, but I’m glad they did because the Sarydjaz
river was quite scary - wide, fast, grey and frothy.

After entertaining the horsemen with our roped
antics to retrieve the cable car we eventually made it
across the river with all our gear. We repacked and
set out towards the Taldybulak with our first load of
the trip. Our path climbed steeply to the abandoned
road and followed it for a few kilometres before
returning to the river where the road had been
destroyed by landslides. High on the road we could
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see the geography of the area. There were steep
mud cliffs lower in the valleys, and broad grassy
cirques higher up where ancient glaciers had
receded. We had been forced to take water from the
Sarydjaz. Despite our attempts to filter it, the water
remained grey and left grit in our mouths. Ironically,
the river is also called the Aksu, which means “clear
water”. From the river, the path climbed steeply
again to a flat grassy terrace in the Taldybulak valley,
where we set up camp. Just below the camp there

the “Delightful Drumlins”. We set our base camp
here, next to a small stream. The grass was rutted by
deep, treacherous marmot trails. We never actually
saw a marmot, but they were certainly nearby
because they stole over two kilograms of our cheese.
Alistair told us several times that these adorable
creatures carry the bubonic plague.

was a small stand of trees and soft grass that made
for a comfortable resting spot, marred only slightly by
the caterpillars, which would constantly fall out of the
trees and land on us. Perhaps they were attempting
to fly to check if they were moths yet.
It took us several days to establish and stock a base
camp at the head of the valley, which was 8 km from
the terrace and a thousand metres higher. There was
a rough horse trail (the locals later told us that many
people visited to prospect for gold) which we
eventually learned to follow, even though it crossed

the Taldybulak River about 5 times to avoid landslips,
scree fields, and bluffs. The Valley was steep and
narrow
lower
down,
with fairly
dense bush. It widened further up and the spiky bush
gave way to grass and a spikier cactus-like plant. The
glacier at the head of the valley has retreated
significantly, leaving rolling hills called drumlins.
Lower down these were covered in thick grass and
made for pleasant camping. I have named this place

The grass stopped above our basecamp, leaving steep
scree in an area I call the “Dismal Drumlins”. Walking
up this section was always a pain - if you didn’t
choose a good route you would constantly find
yourself sliding down a steep scree slope only to
climb an even steeper one. Further higher the valley
split in two, with a glacier on each side. Peak Ushat is
the highest on the ridge that splits the valley, but in
front of it there was a smaller mountain that blocked
our view of our goal. For this distinction, we named
the smaller peak “Veil Peak”. We made
reconnaissance and acclimatisation hikes up both
valleys to find the best route up Peak Ushat, and it
was on one of these hikes that we finally set foot on
ice, six days after arriving in Enilchek. We discovered
that access from the North glacier was most likely to
yield a route to summit of Ushat, but decided to first
climb Veil Peak to acclimatise.
We had hoped to camp a night at the foot
of Veil Peak and climb it the next morning,
but it started to snow very heavily as we
hiked up. The snow kept up for several
hours and we eventually decided to head back down
when it cleared up around sunset. Of course, the next
day was completely clear. Frustrated by the weather
and how much time had passed, we decided to head
up the North glacier as soon as possible so we could
finally climb our mountain.

“...we finally set foot on ice, six
days after arriving in Enilchek.”
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After a day of preparation we walked up to a
campsite on the North glacier. We wore our climbing
clothes, thick trousers rolled up to the knee because
of the heat. James and Alistair walked up in their stiff
mountaineering boots, carefully picking their way up
the loose scree. We set our camp on a flat section of
the ice, between two streams. So late in the Summer
the snow had melted from the glacier, leaving bare
ice in most places. The sun was so intense that water
would cascade down the glacier in the afternoon, and
it was cut by several deep streams. The flowing water
was very convenient for us since we didn’t have to
melt snow for water. I suppose it’s a troubling sign of
global warming though.
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this bought us a few hundred metres of progress,
leading to the bergschrund - a deep crevasse that
forms where a glacier meets steeper icy slopes. Above
were moderate ice slopes which led to the summit
ridge, and then the summit.

We camped on the ice in our tiny single skin tents,
which would develop a thick layer of frost every night
from the moisture in our breath. Since the tents were
so small, sleeping in these was balancing act between
rubbing your sleeping bag on the frosty wall and
spooning your tentmate.

The day after choosing our route we set out for the
summit, making a distinctly nonalpine start by leaving camp well
It was a dusty, windy morning, when Vasili and I were left waiting for
after sunrise. After the bergschrund
two Kyrgyz brothers and their horses. Dan and Alistair had left the
we climbed three pitches of
previous afternoon after the Kyrgyz brothers had failed to rendezvous
moderate ice before reaching the
the previous morning, as we'd agreed before leaving for the
summit ridge. Alistair smashed the
mountains, a month earlier.
two hardest pitches. However, with
our late start we didn’t reach the
Vasili and I had just finished the last of our food, and dreams of
summit ridge until late afternoon.
homemade plov (the Kyrgyz equivalent of a biryani) were at an all time
We weren’t far at all from the
high. We were waiting for the horses to arrive, to transport our gear to
summit, but the snow on the ridge
the nearest town, Engilchek, where we were certain Dan and Alistair
was terribly bad and we wouldn’t be
were enjoying mountains of plov with bread, jam and all sorts of
able to make it before dark. So we
delicacies we'd missed in the past month.
went back down, abseiling the ice
pitches as the light failed. As we
The problem was: the horses hadn't arrived as we'd organised with the trudged to camp, distant storms lit
Kyrgyz brothers and, as the sun rose higher in the sky, it seemed
the neighbouring valleys with
increasingly unlikely that they would arrive today. Dan and Alistair had
lightning, a beautiful spectacle that
taken all of our communication equipment (PLB and sat phone), so -entranced me but left the others
as food supplies were emptied and reading material depleted -justifiably concerned.
conversation naturally turned to the topic of what we should do
instead of waiting interminably for these darn horses.
We decided to make a decisive push.
We would go back to basecamp to
Around midday, when hope for their arrival was almost completely
rest for a day, then return to the high
gone, a car magically appeared on the horizon. How it had
camp to rest more before setting out
materialised in its current location, was entirely beyond our
at midnight. We were sure that such
comprehension; the 'road' (used in the loosest sense of the word)
an early start would guarantee a
from Engilchek was in turns flooded, fractured, deeply rutted and
summit before dark, no matter how
cliffed out. But we didn't care to comprehend: all that mattered was
difficult the summit ridge was.
that we were one step closer to that plov!

Memorable Moment – James

After a few days of exploration
we discovered a probable route
to the summit. From our
basecamp we could skirt around
a rocky outcrop that Vasili called
“The Castle” to reach a steepish
snow slope that lead us to a small
bowl. Regardless of the weather,
the air in this bowl was always
still, and that meant that masses
of windblown snow were
deposited there, and progress
was most difficult, often closer to
swimming than climbing. James
often volunteered to break a trail
through this section. An hour of
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for the last two weeks. To the South were the
mountains that formed the Chinese border, and to the
North were tall peaks on the Engilchek Glacier. The sun
lit the Sarydjaz river and we could trace its path
through the deep gorges. There was a gentle breeze
and small clouds were forming next to us as the air
passed over the ridge. Despite the altitude, crows and
eagles circled above us, playing in the updraft from the
mountain.

On our night at basecamp the mouse situation came to
a head. We had been pestered by mice since we
arrived. They had been nibbling at our food and
crawling through our gear every night, but on our
night at basecamp their explorations turned in to an
outright assault. One ate its way through the floor of
our tent and woke me by trying to nest in my hair. I
didn’t sleep much.
Despite this intrusion we made it
back to our high camp and left at
midnight as planned. For the first few
hours my entire world was the small
patch of snow illuminated by my
headtorch, and I focused on trudging
onwards. The sun rose as we climbed
the first pitch, clearing our heads
which were foggy from the lack of
sleep. In the early morning light we
cast long shadows over the steep
slope. We pulled on the ridge while
the sun was still low and began to
move roped together with a few ice
screws between us. At times the ridge
was easy walking, but the terrible
snow often made the steeper
sections tricky. We moved in fits and
starts, slowing on the hard sections
and to place protection.
Eventually we couldn’t go up any
further and found ourselves on the
summit. It was a gentle snow slope
that capped the ridge. From the
summit we could see out of the
narrow valley we had been living in

Memorable Moment – Alistair
Swinging my axes one after the other into the solid ice, I stepped
up one last time on the front points of my crampons, bringing
my head just over the top of the ridge above. The sun had been
up for around two hours and was still low in the sky. I shuffled
my body up and onto the snowy ridge, taking a moment to get
my breath back. From here a panoramic view of the surrounding
mountains was now visible; ridges that had seemed to tower
over us during the walk up to base camp had now taken on the
appearance of the furrows of a farmer’s field. The rocky
outcrops, the snowfields, the scree slopes all seemed less
threatening from above. I could trace some of the route that we
had followed on the first day of the expedition, along the silty
grey river which snaked between the other mountain massifs. It
took on a more silver colour from this angle, and the torrents of
its white water could be resolved only to a gentle shimmering.
To my left, the ridge dropped, curved, and rose again, leading to
what appeared to be the summit several hundred meters awayover dusty snow and crumbly rock. A calm but cold wind blew
onto my face. I sniffed in my incessantly dripping nose and
placed two of my remaining ice screws into the ice to my right.
“Safe!” I shouted down the rope to the hidden anchor below.

The descent was quite uneventful
until we reached the lower slopes.
It was now late in the afternoon
and the snow was soft, so I started
falling in to hidden crevasses. Vasili
was first on the rope, but he
seemed to float over them while I
would go in to my knees or hips.
After I found a crevasse, James and
Alistair would slide across on their
bums to avoid falling in. Our dinner
that night was fairly pathetic, but
when we returned to basecamp we
had a double serving of pasta,
pancakes and a bottle of vodka we
had been saving for the occasion.
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We rested and sat out weather for a few days before
climbing again. This time we made an attempt on Peak
4680, a picturesque mountain located above a small
cirque. The cirque was guarded by a steep icefall. We
tried our best to climb the icefall, but were eventually
turned back by the forbidding terrain - overhanging
house-sized blocks of ice. After this we explored Peak
4480, a craggy rock peak that was just above our
basecamp. James and Vasili eventually managed to
climb it, enduring a difficult descent.
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With our time up, we broke down our camp and spent a few days carrying loads back down to the cablecar. We
had been unable to contact the horsemen on the satellite phone, so we weren’t too surprised when they didn’t
turn up on our carefully arranged meeting date. Alistair and I headed back to Enilchek, promising James and Vasili
that we’d make sure horses were sent at first light so we would be ready to meet our truck at midday the next
day.
It turned out that the horsemen had decided it would be easier to drive since the side streams were now lower,
but they couldn’t get their jeep started. They told us none of this and made no real attempt to fix their jeep until
our driver, who was now quite surly arrived and jump started it. They decided this “service” would still cost as
much as the horse ride out, “because of the car”! We made it back to Karakol in the early evening and ate far too
much food, drank far too much Kyrgyz “medicinal” liquor, and showered for far too long.
The expedition couldn’t have happened without support from the club’s expedition fund. Anyone who has a big
dream should apply next year. Also, it was a pleasure and a privilege to climb with Alistair, James, and Vasili. I’m
proud that we stayed safe, stayed friends, and were successful.
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If you can’t decide which
side of the river to walk
along, choose the side
without the snake.
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