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An Ascent of Mount Aspiring

(Frontispiece and Plate 10)

T owards the end of 1998 my wife and I went to New Zealand for a
holiday. Even at the age of 65 I had not lost my love for high mountains

and I was looking forward to the opportunity of climbing one of New
Zealand's highest peaks, Mount Aspiring. An isolated mountain, 3027
metres high, Mount Aspiring is the most southerly of all the 3000-metre
peaks in the Southern Alps. I had written to a New Zealand guide, Geoff
Wayatt, who lived and worked in Wanaka, and we had provisionally put
aside a week during the second half of November.

Mount Aspiring, known to the Maori people as Tititea or glistening peak,
is situated about 35 miles from Wanaka and about 15 miles from the
roadhead. If you are walking in, normally a two-day trek, there is a track
to the French Ridge Hut and from there you would have a good glacial
crossing to get you to Mount Aspiring. Spring in New Zealand can produce
some fairly fickle weather and we wanted to make our attempt on this
fairly remote peak in as stable weather conditions as possible. At ground
level the weather was perfect - bright sunshine with a gentle breeze - but
higher up, at 2000 metres, automatic weather station reports indicated winds
reaching 60-70 mph. We decided to wait for a couple of days; the weather
became more settled and we decided to go for it.

To replace the two-day walk-in, we hired a helicopter to take us and our
gear to the Bevan Col just above the Bonar Glacier. From there we would
have a fairly simple snow plod over the least crevassed area of the glacier to
the Colin Todd Hut, perched on rocks at the foot of the northwest ridge of
Mount Aspiring. The pilot, highly experienced in mountain navigation,
brought us down amidst swirling cloud to a tiny, twelve-foot stony platform
right on the col. He was naturally anxious to return to lower levels (small
helicopters are notoriously bad at navigating in cloud) so we quickly heaved
the sacks out of the rear compartment and, ducking low, bade farewell to
our link with civilisation for the next four days.

The Colin Todd Hut was built of metal cladding, over a timber frame
bolted and wired down to surrounding bedrock. Like many of the newer
New Zealand alpine huts, the Colin Todd had been flown into position by
helicopters in pre-fabricated units.

This was to be, probably, my only experience of climbing in the Southern
Alps of New Zealand, and what an incredible area of natural wilderness it
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proved to be. Beautiful peaks, glistening out of surrounding glaciers and
icefalls, rose above the clouds. Around the area of the hut I came across the
kea, or mountain parrot - a bird that will eat anything, from the inner lin
ings of boots, to gaiters or anoraks left out on the hut balcony to dry. Big
notices were posted inside the hut: 'Do NOT FEED THE KEA - EITHER INTEN
TIONALLY OR UNINTENTIONALLY'. Most of the huts are equipped with two-way
radio communication with a central base in Wanaka - a facility that has to
be paid for! This is very useful for getting the latest weather information,
avalanche warnings and other important data such as who will be attempt
ing the peak in the following 24 hours. Every party has to register with the
National Park authorities on the day they depart from Wanaka.

We were going to make our attempt on the northwest ridge the following
day, so a fairly early start was called for. I had brought with me, from the
UK, my own mountain equipment, such as snow boots, crampons, ice-axe
and gaiters. I could have hired these, but borrowed gear is never quite so
comfortable as one's own. Up at the reasonable hour of 4am, we were on
the glacier just after 4.30. About three-quarters of an hour later we reached
the foot of the ridge and put on crampons. Firm, good quality snow brought
us to the lower rocks. Very loose rock reminded me of the Bernese Oberland
peaks and needed careful handling to make rapid progress. As we were
making excellent time, we could afford a breakfast stop before tackling the
last third of the mountain.

We had been climbing, so far, through fairly heavy cloud, but from this
point to the top we were bathed in beautiful sunshine and climbing on
delightfully crisp neve with patches of water ice. The summit was a perfect
cone of untrodden snow - another hidden joy! - while amazing views
stretched for nearly lOO miles to the Fiordland peaks in the south-west and
we also had a view of Mount Cook in the north. The guide was extremely
pleased with our ascent, especially as I was his oldest client over a long
career as a professional mountain guide. He added that, if I was typical of
seasoned Alpine Club members, then he was impressed!

The snow on the glacier during the early afternoon was soft and heavy,
making our return to the hut rather a tedious affair. On the descent route
the bergschrund lay at an awkward angle of about 40 degrees. The guide
told me that it was usual to jump it and turn at the same time, so that when
you landed you were facing uphill. With slightly less flexibility than I used
to have, my performance of this manoeuvre must have been quite amusing
to watch! The following morning we began a two-day walk-out to the
roadhead where Geoff had arranged for a car to be waiting for us. To have
managed this in a single day would have involved walking with a heavy
pack for 12 hours or more and getting back to Wanaka after dark. From
Bevan Col we descended a couple of thousand feet through soft snow at a
convenient angle, abseiling down wet rock until we eventually reached the
valley floor. We then had to ford five streams in spate and one glacial torrent
up to our thighs, with a strong-flowing current.
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As we approached the valley we saw thousands of Mount Cook lilies
lining the hillsides and on the banks of the river and subsidiary streams.
These magnificent multi-stemmed flowers with pale yellow centres are like
very large buttercups; they appear in spring and can grow up to thirty inches
from the gound. The majority of New Zealand alpine flowers, that appear
just below the snowline, are white and are pollenated at night by moths.
The wooded areas of the valley produced some of the most difficult terrain
to walk through. There was no established track - just a hint, occasionally,
that someone else had been that way. Tree roots, some as high as five feet,
had to be negotiated, and what the locals called 'wash-outs', where winter
avalanches had completely obliterated any evidence of a track.

Halfway down the valley, at a placed called Shovel Flat, the guide owned
quite acomfortable hut, with a kitchen block and separate sleeping accom
modation, surrounded by a balcony. He used this mainly for groups of
young people whom he would take into the hills on training courses
before venturing into the high mountains. We arrived there, with the hut
to ourselves, at about 3pm, completely saturated. We had already decided
to call it a day some miles back, but now, as soon as we had lit a fire in the
wood stove, our decision was quickly confirmed. Instead of struggling back
to Wanaka, wet and tired, we spent some pleasant hours talking over a
long-delayed lunch.

There was a lot of bird life in the forest and those that we saw ranged
from the 'rifleman', New Zealand's smallest bird at about 7 to 8cm, to the
multi-coloured pidgeon, much the size of our own woodpidgeon or collared
dove. We also saw relatives of the kea and a very attractive kingfisher. The
following morning, in dry clothes, we reached the roadhead in beautiful
sunshine, and returned to Wanaka in time for lunch with our wives.
Although Geoff had made many ascents of Mount Aspiring, his wife Beryl
had climbed the mountain for the first time only the previous year.

Those four days provided a vivid memory to bring back to England. So
now it's back to Munro-bashing and an effort to complete them all by the
time I reach 70.



1. Late afternoon view of the summit of Mount Aspiring reflected in a melt-water pool
just below the Colin Todd Hut. (John Slee-Smith) (P37)



10. Mount Aspiring taken from a helicopter near the Bevan Col in early morning light.
The NW Ridge seen over the Bonar Glacier is the prominent skyline ridge on the left.
(Geoff Wayatt) (P37)
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