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Good winter ice conditions for 2015 meant there was considerable new-
route activity in the Southern Lakes and Fiordland regions this year. 

Climbing existing routes has been popular in the Southern Alps regions  
but development of  new routes was minimal, with just a few minor lines  
being added. Some significant first ski descents also occurred in the  
Mt Cook region.

Winter climbing activity in the Darrans was invigorated by the annual 
NZAC Darrans winter meet, held over the week of  10-19 July, and it just 
so happened that the first few days of  that week coincided with the best 
conditions for ice climbing in the Darrans since the winter of  1992. This of  
course meant some good routes were done, including new climbs and some 
fine repeats.

Alastair Walker and Stephen Skelton found a new line on the left-hand 
buttress of  McPherson cirque. The Key (IV, 4+) is a 650m gully just right  
of  Comshingaun. Steve and Al had released their swanky new 74-page  
guidebook The Darran Mountains in Winter just the day before, ensuring  

The north-west face of Mt Aspiring. This photo was taken  
on the day of the first ascent of the face. (Ben Dare)

the guide was current for less than 24 hours. The guide is available as a PDF 
download from www.alpineclub.org.nz.

Steven Fortune and Ben Dare trudged up Gomer to access the upper 
McPherson cirque area and climbed a water-ice line that Steve had been 
patiently waiting to touch down for some years. Crystal Ship (IV, 7; WI5+) is 
a beautiful freestanding pillar that is probably the most technically difficult 
pure ice line in the area.

Steven and Ben followed that ascent with another impressive new route 
the following day on the lower McPherson cirque wall. Ether (IV, 5) follows 
the striking left-angling groove line between Rabbit Run and Stirling Moss. 
The grade somewhat belies the difficulties of  that route, which was climbed 
on mostly thin névé and ice. The barely-there protection and difficult-to-find 
belays made the route committing and scary.

Alastair McDowell and Lincoln Quilliam completed a new route in the 
lower Cirque Creek valley, left of  Mama Says It’s Alright To Dream. The new 
line, Freycinet, ascends to the snowfields below Mt Crosscut (600m, WI3).

After the dream start to the week, warm temps came, along with rain. 
Steven Fortune and Reg Measures climbed a new single-pitch route on 
Marge’s Crag just below Homer Saddle, on the Hollyford side. Canyonero 
has a casual commitment grade (I), but a relatively heavyweight technical 
grade (6). Ben Dare and Danny Murphy added a new line late in the week 
in the Cirque Creek valley. Na Fianna (IV, 4+) climbs the rock buttress to the 
right of  Squealing.

Some notable repeats also occurred during the first part of  the meet,  
before the warm-up. Squealing (IV, 6+; WI4) was climbed twice in two days, 
first by Steven Fortune and Ben Dare, then Graham Johnson, Matthias  
Kerkmann and Johan Maillol. Squealing was put up in 1993 by Dave Vass 
and Paul Rogers and despite offering four pitches of  fine ice climbing had 
only seen one other ascent before this year. Allan thought the route so good 
he went back and climbed it again later in the winter with Lionel Clay  
and Milo Gilmour. Milo said it was the best ice route he’d ever climbed in 
New Zealand, so now that the rodent’s out of  the stuff-sack, it might get 
climbed more often.

Stirling Moss is another one of  those almost-mythical Darrans winter 
routes, put up in strange fashion in the big winter of  1992 by two parties 
over two days, who each climbed separate parts of  the route. Al Mark and 
Pete Sykes climbed the whole thing in one hit shortly after, chucking a bolt 
in at the top, as the snow was soft and sketchy. The first couple of  pitches 
of  Stirling Moss rarely form, which might account for the 23-year gap in 
ascents. Reg Measures and Alastair McDowell found the initial ice in fat 
condition, so took the opportunity to nab the third ascent.

While climbing in the Cirque Creek valley during the meet, Ben Dare took 
note of  the stonking ice line that had formed just to the right of  Squealing  
and the following week day-tripped back down from Queenstown and 
rope-soloed the first ascent. Tempest (IV, 6+; WI5-, R) is the same length as 
Squealing but is thinner and the climbing more technical.
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As the seasons rolled on and spring came around, attention shifted to  
the slightly loftier heights of  the upper Cirque Creek area. On 21 Septem-
ber Milo Gilmour and Allan Uren climbed the line everyone had been  
eyeing, on the buttress to the right of  Hotel Caribbean, on the south face of  
Mt Crosscut. Gilmour and Uren called their route Up Cirque Creek Without 
a Shovel (400m, VI, 6).

Inspired by this, Ben Dare and Steven Fortune sought adventure on the 
upper Cirque Creek ice a few weeks later. Starting from the base of  the 
famous Cyclops project, Dare and Fortune angled up and left to climb the 
first ascent of  Tramadol Dreams (V, 4+). Notably, both parties that completed 
new routes in the upper Cirque Creek area this year abseiled back down to 
the base of  the climbs by way of  V-threads, and returned to the Hollyford 
via Cirque Creek. It is unusual for the ice to be in good enough condition 
for this, and most parties descend by walking off  the back of  the headwall, 
traversing the ridge to Barrier Knob and then into the Gertrude valley.

The good winter conditions also extended to the Remarkables Range, 
where a number of  significant new ice and mixed climbs were established. 
Early in July, Steven Fortune and Stephen Skelton put up Stease (M6, 4p) on 
the Wall of  Evening Light. On the same day, Ben Dare and Danny Murphy 
added Miss Adventure (M4+, 4p) on the same wall. Later in the winter Steven 
Fortune returned to the wall and made the first winter and first trad ascent 
of  Once (M7).

In early August Ben Dare and Tom Brownlie climbed a new mixed 
route above Lake Alta, Highland Park (80m, M5, WI4) starts up White Jism  
then branches right after the crux of  that route into a steep chimney system. 
Daniel Joll pulled off  the first winter ascent of  Can I Sit On It (M7), a testing  
long corner on the west face of  the Telecom Tower. Kester Brown and  
Steven Fortune climbed a new, direct corner line above the first pitch of  
State of  the Nation (M5).

Danny Murphy and Stephen Skelton climbed Old Guard (M5), a new line 
near Sumo on the west face of  Double Cone in August. Steven Fortune and 
Daniel Joll did an alternate start (M5) to Naturalisation, on the same face. 
Ben Dare and Kester Brown found a new line on the Telecom Tower to the 
right of  The Clearances. Royal Blood (M5) has good corner climbing over five 
pitches. Lincoln Quilliam and Rene Provis climbed a possible new line at 
Wye Creek, VB and Vegemite (WI3) is a nice flow above and left of  the main 
area. Jono Clarke made the first onsight of  a grade M8 trad route when he 
sent Under Pressure. Karl ‘Merry’ Schimanski followed suit shortly after.

Merry then swapped to the east side and set to work on The Fly project 
at Terminator Crag. After a couple of  days of  effort, Merry redpointed 
The Fly (M10), thus establishing New Zealand’s most difficult trad mixed 
line – by two grades. Jin Cong scored the FA of  Learning to Lead (M3), on 
the Telecom Tower, for which she received the Macpac Hardest New Route 
Award at the 2015 Remarkables Ice and Mixed Festival.

Summer in the Darrans was a productive time for a number of  parties 
seeking new climbs. In January, Richard Thomson, Rich Turner and Dave 

Vass completed the first new line on the north-west wall of  Nga Mokopuna, 
a subsidiary peak to Mt Te Wera. The wall is a continuation of  the Statue 
Wall on the north-west flank of  Karetai Peak: Kilroy Wuz Here (250m, I, 21). 
Rich Turner returned to the wall in February, this time with James Spears, 
and the pair climbed Brothers in Arms (325m, II, 22). Following that, Rich 
and James were sucked up the Katabatic Gravity Well (300m, II, 23) on the 
Statue Wall of  Karetai.

American climbers Kyle Dempster and Jewell Lund ventured to Te  
Puoho area in March and climbed a new line on the east face of  Karetai,  
the seven-pitch Tabula Rasa (22) is just to the right of  last summer’s new 
route Rising High, which was done by a visiting German team.

Troy Mattingley and Zac Orme completed an audacious and fine first 
ascent on the east face of  the Mighty Dur, in Te Puoho basin: Yeah, Nah, 
Dur (24, 5 pitches) follows an amazing line straight through a steep, golden 
shield of  rock. On 11 February, Mike Buchanan and Kieran Parsons made 
the first ascent of  Weigh a Pie (19, 7 pitches) on a buttress of  Mt Tuhawaiki’s  
south-east ridge, above Rainbow Lake.

Two parties ventured onto the upper south face of  Barrier Peak on the 
same day in late February. Both teams accessed the face from the Gertrude 
valley via the Barrier Face and a traverse in on ledges from the Barrier- 
Crosscut col. Michael Eatson and Jaz Morris made the first ascent of  Jaz 
Hands (310m, 18), while Pete Harris and Daniel Joll climbed Peaking Pete 
(440m, 20, A2).

Max Olsen and James Thornton ventured into the Fiordland wilder-
ness south-west of  the Darrans to make the first ascent of  the Poison Dagger 
(Pt1714) via Diamond Creek and the peak’s north ridge.

Outside of  the major climbing areas, the following new routes have been 
recorded: Ben Dare completed the first ascent of  the South Ridge (17) of  
Amphion Peak (1965m) on the range between the Rock Burn and Beans 
Burn in Mt Aspiring National Park on 27 February. Dare had spied the line 
the previous summer while climbing Somnus.

Nina Dickerhof, Neil Sloan and James Thornton made the first ascent  
of  the west ridge of  Mt Enderby, on the divide between the Hunter and 
Wills valleys. Andrew Finnigan and Sam Spector climbed a new ice line on 
a previously unclimbed face of  Pt2016 in the Glacier Burn, near Glenorchy, 
in July. The unnamed route includes three pitches of  steep climbing (WI3-, 
M4), then a 200m stretch of  easy snow, then a 100m, 50° snow-ice ramp  
to the top, with an easy walk-off  descent. Andrew notes there is scope for 
more winter routes on the face.

On 10 January, Peter Joynt and Alastair McDowell made the first ascent 
of  the 250m south face of  Mt Euclid, a granite peak in the central Papa-
roa range. Peter and Alastair’s climb, including approach and egress, was 
completed over two days thanks to the discovery of  a direct approach via 
a flagged track through the bush on the north-west ridge of  Mt Fleming. 
That track is not shown on topo maps, perhaps explaining why the peak is  
seldom visited. A detailed description of  the approach can now be found on 
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climbnz.org.nz. The route takes a direct line up a series of  cracks and corners 
in the centre of  the face, offering thin face climbing on quartz edges, engag-
ing chimneys and steep corners. The first five pitches consist of  sustained 
grade 16-19 climbing on solid granite, after that, two easier pitches lead to 
the summit of  the lower peak. Descent is a straightforward scramble down 
the west ridge. McDowell comments that there is potential for more good 
routes to be unearthed in the Paparoa, and that the western aspects of  the 
central buttress on the south face of  Euclid look particularly good.

On 10 August, Wanaka chopper pilot Bill Day flew Lionel Clay and  
Allan Uren in to the head of  Eyre Creek, in the Eyre Mountains, South-
land. The next day, Lionel and Allan climbed four water-ice pitches on a 
120m high cliff. The climb is very steep the whole way, with the top 50m 
section being vertical to slightly overhanging. The pair accessed the climb by 
abseiling in, which, Uren said, ‘gave the route a strong feeling of  commit-
ment and air of  seriousness … There is another line to the right that looks 
just as good and hard.’ Bill’s Way (120m, WI6) is the first climb of  this grade 
in New Zealand.

Dean and Glen Aspin discovered a good water-ice climbing venue in the 
Marlborough region, somewhere near Hanmer. More than 10 new climbs 
were added, including at least one multi-pitch ice route. The location is still 
under wraps, but if  nothing else, this proves there’s plenty of  unclimbed ice 
out there, waiting for climbers willing to venture off  the beaten path.

Kieran Parsons on the upper reaches of Oma Rapeti (600m, MC4+, 17), Mt Huxley.  
(Steve Fortune)

A few notable ski-mountaineering descents have occurred in the Mt Cook 
region. Snowboarder Shane Orchard made the first descent of  the Mon-
tague Spur from the West Peak of  Elie de Beaumont. Chamonix-based  
skiers Tom Grant and Ross Hewitt made the first descent of  the Right Flank 
on the Spencer Face of  Elie a short time later. Grant and Hewitt also skied a 
new, involved line on the south face of  a sub-peak west of  Mt Darwin. Tess 
Carney and Shane Orchard snowboarded the Central Couloir on the south-
east face of  The Warrior, in the Armoury Range, in September.

The 2016 New Zealand alpine climbing year has been ‘business as usual’ 
in most respects. Plenty of  NZAC members have been active in the moun-
tains here in Aotearoa. Most mountaineering activity has taken place at 
the established popular locations, like the Grand Plateau, the head of  the 
Tasman, Arthur’s Pass, Mt Ruapehu, and the Darrans.

NZAC’s instruction programmes, both at the national and section  
level, are continuously over-subscribed, suggesting a healthy and on-going  
appetite amongst New Zealanders to learn the skills required to climb,  
ski and travel safely in our mountains. The New Zealand Mountain Guides 
Association also reports a strong demand for guided ascents of  the classic 
routes on our highest peaks. Ski mountaineering has been booming in pop-
ularity in recent years, with 2016 being no exception. However, we have no 
major first descents to report this year.

The popularity of  the better-known peaks and routes does not seem to 
have resulted in over-crowding of  the more remote alpine areas of  New  
Zealand. That is perhaps a blessing for those interested in a more explora-
tive style of  mountain adventure. There is still plenty of  opportunity in the 
New Zealand mountains to find new routes and peaceful situations, that is 
if  you can find a valley free of  scenic helicopter flights.

An adventurous spirit does remain amongst Kiwi mountaineers, as evi-
denced by the reports in this journal of  new alpine climbs completed over 
the last year.

Festivals and meets continue to be a staple of  the alpine year, and have 
proved successful in motivating groups of  climbers to seek out new climbs, 
as well as link up to enjoy established climbs. The Remarkables Ice and 
Mixed Festival, organised by the Expedition Climbers Club, had its high-
est ever turn-out in 2016. The NZAC Darrans Winter Meet endured poor  
conditions this year, but still saw a number of  climbs done.

The most significant ascent of  the year, in terms of  difficulty, was Ben 
Dare’s winter solo of  a new route on the east face of  Fastness Peak.  
On 30 January, Ben Dare, Danny Murphy and Stephen Skelton made the  
first ascent of  the curiously overlooked north-west face of  Mt Aspiring, via 
what is, by their reports, a route of  reasonable quality and moderate grade.

Over a stunning week of  fine weather, Rich Thomson and Rich Turner 
ventured once more to the Central Darrans, adding 30 pitches of  new routes 
on superb quality rock. From a camp in Te Puoho, the North-west Pillar of  
Taiaroa (450m, 22) climbs the striking pillar that drapes the end of  the west 
face above the glacier lake. Even better was the oft-eyed right arête of  the 
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Karl Schimanski on-sighting Under Pressure (M8), Telecom Tower, Remarkables. 
(Daniel Joll)

Mighty Dur, which Dur-rich-t tackles head on (350m, 22). The third pitch 
was a daunting proposition and situation, but turned in at a very reasonable 
grade of  22, giving excellent gear, glorious holds and sequences in a breath-
takingly exposed setting. Best. Pitch. Ever.

Moving operations to the Eyrie, the pair then climbed another line (the 
seventh) on the pinnacled wall running between Te Wera and Karetai.  
Starting up the enormous corner-roof  system just left of  the base of  Lind-
say’s Ledges, 21+ (300m, 21+) soon breaks right and straight up the steep 
black streak. Cutting back around Karetai of  a misty morning, they climbed 
a line on the south-east face, a continuously steep and technical wall with 
well-featured rock. Hugs not Drugs (290m, 22) starts just left of  the Jones-
Jones line and heads more or less ‘straight up bro’ with a leftward lean. 
Climbed in low-visibility shmoo, it’s pretty hard to say exactly where the 
line went, but the whole face seems to be climbable almost anywhere with 
consistent high teens and unavoidable low 20s cruxes.

On 22 January, Michael Eatson and Tawny Wagstaff  completed a new 
route on the Outlier Peak of  Mt Arrowsmith, in the Arrowsmith Range. 
The Outlier has six pitches on compact sandstone with excellent protection. 
Also in January, Pete Harris and Alastair McDowell made the first ascent 
of  the west ridge of  Mt Percy Smith (MC4-). Kieran Parsons and Steve 
Fortune climbed Oma Rapeti (600m, MC4+, 17) on the south-west face of  
Mt Huxley. Janette Heung and Lukas Kirchner climbed a new route on 
the south face of  Mt Aspiring called Thales, with no further information 
available. In the Darrans, as part of  the last bit of  the winter meet, Kieran 
Parsons, Conor Smith and Steve Fortune climbed a five-pitch new route  
on Mt Talbot called Tears of  Papatuanuku (IV, 7).


