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AIR SURVEY OF SOUTHERN ALPS 

BY N. E. ODELL 

may be of interest to Members, especially those with N .z. experience, 
to know that an air survey of the Southern Alps, mainly for geological 
purposes, has at last been embarked upon. I say' at last', since it has 

taken me some three years to persuade the Air Department of the 
··importance scientifically of this project. The N .z. Geological Survey 
have never thought fit, on account of economy or shortage of staff, to 
embark upon the detailed investigation of the main range of the Alps ; 
nor have the Department of Lands and Survey ever undertaken a 
comprehensive topographical survey of the chain on a reasonably 
large scale. The public, as well as mountaineers, have had to be con
tent with the I : 2 53, 440, or 4 miles I inch general map, except for 
the Mount Cook Alpine Regions sheet on a scale of I : ·Ioo,ooo, or 
I mile irds inch (New Edition I953)· Anything approaching the 
wonderful contoured Siegfried maps of the Swiss Alps, on a scale of 

: I : so,ooo, can only constitute a vision of the future. However, the 
demands for better topographical sheets, with a view to mapping the 
geology of the Southern Alps, have remained an important consideration. 
Consequently, the time had seemed more than ripe for some sort of a 
plan to be formulated that would enable both topography and geology 
to be investigated, and recorded on a map, in as quick and economical 
a fashion as possible. Only by aerial means could this be accomplished, 
as it has been over a number of years in other countries, and in other 

• mountain ranges. 
After discussions in Wellington .. with the Air Operations Branch, a 

small project of air-photography was undertaken last year, for glacio
logical purposes, of the Tasman, Hooker, Franz Joseph and Fox 
Glaciers. Unfortunately the work was delayed until the arrival of the 
first winter snowfall, which was responsible for the masking of many 
important surface features. However it constituted a beginning ; it 
was carried out by the R.N.Z.A.F. at Wigram ; and the undertaking 
was greatly appreciated by the writer and others interested in the 
progressive, or retrogressive, changes in the glaciers. 

This year the Central Photographic Establishment of the R.N.Z.A.F. 
at Ohakea, North Island, accepted my proposals for an oblique photo
graphic cover of as much of the main range as possible, with probable 
limits at Harper's Pass on the N.E. and Mueller Pass at the S.W. end. 
Oblique photography, relatively to a vertical mosaic, implied a great 
reduction in flying-time, and the provision of photographs in which one 
could better observe the geological structures appearing in cliffs and 
ridges, and at the same time, with certain precautions, carry out, it was 
hoped, a photogrammetric survey from which a useful topographical 
map could be constructed. Ground-control, i.e. triangulation and 
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field work, is, of course, necessary in addition to the air-photography, 
but the latter will provide in advance important evidence to the geologist 
as to key-locations to be examined. 

It was not till mid-February that a start could be made. The 
R.N.Z.A.F. ' Devon' aircraft picked me up at Hokitika, having been 
provided with good weather forecasts over the Southern Alps, by 
' Met.', before leaving Ohakea. But it was raining when we took off, 
and aloft we found the Alps blanketed in with heavy cloud along both 
flanks of the range. We flew, however, to the Kaikoura Mountains, 
and under clearer, but very turbulent conditions, we tried out the 
modified mounting of photographic instruments for the oblique 
work intended. The aerial view of the Seaward Kaikouras, in terms of 
their geological structures, was of course of the greatest interest 
to me. Whilst the (inner) Kaikoura Range beyond, culminating in Mt. 
Tapuaenuku (9,000 ft.) presented a wild serrated sky-line. 

On a second occasion, I again embarked at Hokitika in very doubtful 
conditions, following, indeed, an earlier good meteorological forecast, 
at least for the eastern flank of the main Alpine chain. We were, . 
however, no sooner above Arthur's Pass than it was apparent that the 
range was mostly masked by cloud along both sides of the Divide, with 
only isolated groups emerging above the cloud-cover. Systematic 
photogrammetric work was, of course, out of the question ; but flying 
on southward one was able to circle round and examine the structure of 
a number of these groups, particularly Mt. Whitcombe, Mt. Tyndall, 
and some of the peaks at the head of the Godley glacier. With, 
perhaps, pardonable immodesty I indicated to the pilot of the aircraft 
my special interest in the peak hereabouts named so magnanimously 
after me by Messrs. D. 0. W. Hall and J. Rogers, following their 
pioneer ascent in 1952: it was my first sight of it and I felt honoured 
indeed thus to be identified with so good-looking a little peak on the 
Main Divide. I wish to take this opportunity of publicly expressing 
my great appreciation of this honour. The weather to the west was 
now obviously fast deteriorating, and the Mt. Cook group was already 
blotted out. The pilot, moreover, was apprehensive of down-draughts 
for this peak-hopping kind of flying. So we rose and swept westwards 
over the Divide and its cloud-cover, and came down through some 
8,ooo ft. of wet mist and rain to sea-level at Hokitika. It was a most 
interesting and exciting flight, which did not, however, fulfil its main 
object o.f obtaining a continuous photographic run, for the purposes of 
the intended survey. That remains for the future . 
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