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Taking care of things
Personal safety
I did not die or sustain any serious injuries in researching and writing this I book, but there were many times when I was acutely aware of how easy it would be to do either, or both.
My hope is that as you read this book you will be entertained by what the Great Walks and the backcountry of New Zealand have to offer and that, along the way, trampers and prospective trampers will pick up lots of practical information, almost without noticing it. However, what follows is not a guidebook, nor is it a comprehensive guide on what to take, how to prepare or other ways to avoid the inevitable dangers inherent in tramping.
Sadly, there are regular reports of injuries and fatalities in New Zealand’s backcountry. No one imagines that they will be the subject of such a report, yet people still make the seemingly small decisions that can lead to this. Decisions about what food and clothing to take. Or what boots to wear.
Personal safety whilst tramping depends on a number of factors: knowing where you’re going; understanding what to expect of the terrain; knowing what facilities will be available – and what won’t; knowing how to stay warm, well fed and hydrated; anticipating all possible types of weather (of which New Zealand has a breathtaking and volatile array); understanding basic first aid; taking the right equipment, knowing how to use it ... and so on.
If you’re preparing to tramp, please make sure you get all the information you need to take good care of yourself out on the track. A great place to start is with the New Zealand Department of Conservation (DOC) website at www.doc.govt.nz/Explore/Safety.asp.
Other useful websites include:
•NZ Mountain Safety Council  (www.mountainsafety.org.nz)
•New Zealand weather  (www.metservice.co.nz)
•Avalanche warnings  (www.avalanche.net.nz)
•NZ Land Search and Rescue  (www.nzlsar.org.nz)
•NZ Search & Rescue Council – distress beacon information  (www.beacons.org.nz)
Finally – and as importantly – make sure that you notify the local DOC office of your intentions before you head into the bush  and that you add your details into each intentions book en route. These books are found in all DOC huts, as well as at some car parks and information shelters. You should fill in as much detail as possible about your planned route, dates, times, size of party etc. It is all too easy to get into trouble in the backcountry, where rescue is only possible if someone knows to come looking and knows where to look.
Environmental care
Health and safety does not start and end with the tramper. The natural environment must survive your trip too. The aim is to leave no trace of yourself behind. This is not always achievable, given that you’re likely to encounter mud and leave a few footprints in it. But footprints should be all.
The number of different ways in which a tramper can damage the environment that he or she is enjoying is truly depressing. Worse still, few of us instinctively know and understand each of the impacts we can have on the natural environment as we tramp through it.
The good news is that it doesn’t take long to learn a great deal. Again, a great place to start is on DOC’s website at www.doc.govt.nz/Explore/NZ-Environmental-Care-Code.asp.
For those travelling to New Zealand from other countries, your opportunities to protect New Zealand’s natural environments begin even before you arrive. In particular, don’t take any food or plants etc. with you and make sure you clean tramping boots and other equipment carefully, so that you don’t inadvertently import bits of another country. Fortunately, New Zealand’s airports are equipped with customs and agricultural/quarantine officers. On arrival, after your passport has been checked, your shoes and other equipment will be too. If in doubt, declare any potentially muddied items you may have. If you haven’t already cleaned them, local officials are fully equipped to do so.
Happy – and responsible – tramping.
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Wilderness awaits
One dark evening in February I sank down exhausted in front of the nine o’clock news and watched an item from New Zealand appear amongst the headlines. Severe and prolonged rainfall had caused the Whanganui River to flood. Footage showed buildings, animals and people being flung out to sea by a body of water that ought not to be called a river. Cattle were being catapulted along with surprised expressions on their faces. Barns and fences were in hot pursuit of their livestock. Locals were describing this as the worst flood they’d ever known. They looked and sounded like people who had seen many floods, who called a spade a spade and who were used to getting on with things, rather than talking to TV crews.
I watched with open mouth. I almost found the energy to sit up straight. I’d seen flood footage before, sometimes from Japan, sometimes from America, sometimes from the M40. But in the eighteen years since the French secret service sank the  Rainbow Warrior in New Zealand’s waters and then tried unsuccessfully to deny it, I couldn’t remember seeing a single story from New Zealand make prime-time headline news in the UK.
New Zealand doesn’t have the population density that seems to be required to generate revolution, scandal, mass murders or other events sufficiently depressing or salacious to make headline news in the UK. New Zealand is larger than the UK in land area, with a population roughly half that of London. New Zealanders regularly make it into UK sports news, but rarely the depressing bits that go before. Until the Whanganui River flooded, I had presumed that New Zealand would be mentioned only as a footnote in an item on global warming – when the newsreader would talk gravely about the greenhouse gases produced by millions of sheep and cattle gently burping and farting all over those green hills.
The flooding of the Whanganui River hasn’t changed my plans for my trip to New Zealand. However, as just one of New Zealand’s many natural hazards, flooding might add some interesting challenges to my scheme. I am travelling to New Zealand to take up one of the national pastimes. I don’t mean rugby – I’m far too attached to my ears for that. I’m going to do something for which the locals have invented their own word. I’m going tramping.
In New Zealand no one treks. Or hikes. Or bushwalks. No one even goes on multi-day walks. In New Zealand, everyone tramps. Well, not quite everyone. Now that New Zealand has a city with more than a million inhabitants, there are some New Zealanders alive who have never felt the rush of cold, mountain water into their boots. However, a large number of New Zealanders (or Kiwis, as they are better known) are trampers. Young Kiwi couples tramp into the bush as a courtship ritual. They stay overnight in places that are far enough away from home for privacy, but close enough for them still to have some energy left when they get there. Older Kiwi couples have been known to do the same. Thousands of Kiwis belong to tramping clubs. Every Easter holiday, Labour Day and Queen’s Birthday weekend is an opportunity to tramp. Even the New Zealand Prime Minister, Helen Clark, goes tramping.
The basic principle of tramping is to head into ‘the bush’ for hours, days or weeks at a time, carrying everything you’ll need. Many trampers carry tents and camp in remote spots, but New Zealanders have also built a network of basic huts across much of the land. These structures offer a home to any creature with enough energy to reach them and enough intelligence to open a door. Or sometimes a window.
I have never tramped before. I have spent most of the last decade living in London and working in offices where a few flights of stairs and the distance to the drinks machine have been the most strenuous of each day’s physical challenges. Yet I refuse to believe that I have become a city wimp. Something deep inside me, which may yet turn out to be my Stupidity, believes that I belong in the great outdoors. Something else inside me, which may yet turn out to be my Arrogance, believes that once I set my mind to do something, I rarely fail.
The hard evidence is mixed. I have climbed Snowdon but I was younger then, I needed a whole day to recover and Snowdon is a foothill compared with New Zealand’s mountains. I have run the London Marathon, but I never tell any one my finishing time. Suffice to say that I beat all of the Wombles (but only just) and a few of the Save the Rhinos campaigners, who run in thick and unwieldy rhinoceros costumes that were originally intended for the opera and weigh 14.5 kilograms. There were many who didn’t wear heavy costumes, who walked most of the way and who still finished a long way in front of me. My run was slower than their walk.
Carrying a heavy backpack may not be a problem. I routinely carry one loaded with laptop, files, various heavy plug-in devices and things I needed a year ago but haven’t cleared out. Yet, if I walk up the escalators on the London Underground with my laptop on my back and a book in my hand, I feel strangely light-headed at the ticket barriers.
I will be tramping alone. It’s difficult to persuade fellow city workers to take a few months off from being paid in order to carry a heavy pack hundreds of kilometres through remote spots, utterly beyond the range of reception for any mobile phone. Besides, I haven’t tried. I want to travel alone. After living and working in a city of more than seven million, it’s not the presence of other people that will be the biggest challenge, but their absence. And, this way, no one need know the full details if I fail horribly.
I’m starting my attempt to become a tramper with the ‘Great Walks’. These tracks showcase New Zealand’s diverse and dazzling landscapes. Besides, these tracks and their huts are reportedly well maintained – making it more difficult for novices like me to get lost or injured (or worse) whilst venturing into the wilderness.
Each of the Great Walks takes between three and five days to complete but some are notoriously more difficult than others. I am curious to discover what constitutes not just a great walk, but a Great Walk. I am also curious as to why one of these Great Walks is a canoe journey. Is this something to do with the Kiwi sense of humour?
New Zealand currently has nine Great Walks. Eight are on the two main islands, which the rest of the world tends to think of as the whole of New Zealand (when it thinks of New Zealand at all). These islands are extraordinarily different from each other – one riddled with volcanoes and the other stretched around the long spine of the Southern Alps. They bear the unimaginative titles of ‘the North Island’ and ‘the South Island’.
The South Island wins the prize for largest New Zealand land mass, at around 151,000 square kilometres, or about twice the size of Scotland. (The South Island also walks away with a number of other national prizes such as those for Most Enormous Mountains, Single Highest Mountain and Most Recorded Deaths on Mountains.) The North Island comes second with around 115,000 square kilometres of land. This is roughly the size of England if East Anglia were finally to declare itself a republic.
As befits the relative size of these two islands, five of the Great Walks are on the South Island and three are on the North Island. One of the North Island tracks will take me 145 kilometres along the Whanganui River. Hopefully it won’t be flinging cattle out to sea when I get there.
The ninth Great Walk is on Stewart Island, which is the third largest of New Zealand’s islands and yet is so much smaller than the two main islands that it warrants a name unconnected with basic points of the compass. Stewart Island has an area of around 1,700 square kilometres, which makes it roughly the size of the Isle of Skye and slightly bigger than Greater London. Its permanent inhabitants number around 400 – about one twentieth of the population of the Isle of Skye and about the size of one Kiwi shared house in London. Stewart Island lies off the southernmost tip of the South Island. Only certain parts of Antarctica would take me longer to reach.
I am going tramping because I want to head deep into the wild landscapes that give New Zealand far more drama than any edition of the nine o’clock news. New Zealand has a string of active volcanoes. Its largest city, Auckland, has forty-eight volcanoes alone – and these are just some of the smaller ones. New Zealand has geysers, and hot springs that have caused people to pass out and drown. It has so many mountains that it elongates its postcards and still can’t fit them all in. It has some of the highest recorded rainfall on Earth and storms to outdo any special effects department. Each year, millions of tons of rock and vegetation are pulled off the sides of mountains by rain, wind and gravity. If this weren’t enough, New Zealand has around 14,000 recorded earthquakes each year. The road network clings to existence through gorges, canyons, creeks, mountain passes and the worst the weather can offer.
One way to explain the shapes and behaviours of this land is through the activities of gods, half-gods and legendary figures. The Maori tribes of New Zealand recount tales that explain everything from the creation of the Earth to the shaping of certain mountains, the weather and the size and shape of local flora and fauna. One of the Great Walks traverses volcanoes that erupted to provide fire for a Maori elder stranded on an icy peak. Another runs through steep, narrow valleys cut by a skilful god as he learned to use a new axe.
Another way to view the massive frolicking of the land is to take the scientific approach. This says that New Zealand is positioned at the very point where two of the largest tectonic plates on Earth collide. The Pacific and Indo-Australian plates are locked in a scrum. Under the North Island, one side is winning and the other is being pushed down into a hotter place. The result: volcanoes, boiling mud and hot springs. Under the South Island, there is stalemate in the scrum and the front row forwards from both teams are being heaved high up into the air. The result: jagged mountains that are still growing. The scientific approach also tells of glaciers and meteorological forces that shape the land from above, through erosion, landslides, floods and avalanches.
This is a wild land – even before you add the bungy jumps, skydives, jet boats and numerous other ways Kiwis have invented to help visitors get excited here. Kiwis don’t need to partake in these activities. They have their own ways of flinging themselves into this wilderness. Tramping is one of them. Hunting and fishing are others, though often combined with a good tramp.
Many of New Zealand’s most arresting landscapes are only accessible by foot. A helicopter can sometimes do it, given the right kind of weather, a good pilot and enough money. But to see awe-inspiring landscapes unobstructed, and for as long as you want to stare at them, the only way to go is to tramp.
Then there are the flora and fauna. Not even a helicopter will help here. New Zealand has some of the oldest forest on Earth. About seventy-five per cent of the flowering plants in this forest only live there. It has more species of fern than ought to be distinguishable by the naked eye (about 200 at the last count). Some of its trees are thought to be up to 1,500 years old. Making their homes amongst them are some of the strangest birds, including the world’s only alpine parrot and several species that can’t even fly. Undisturbed by mammals for millions of years, they became flightless and are now some of the most endangered species on Earth.
This wild land survives in part because this was pretty much the last place on Earth discovered by human beings. It is perhaps not surprising that New Zealand was one of the last countries to be found by European explorers: it is, after all, just about as far away from Europe as it was possible to get before space travel. Historians relate that Europeans only sighted New Zealand in 1642 and left after a few days. They didn’t come to stay until after 1769.
European explorers encountered Maori tribes, sometimes quite disastrously, and many people still think of Maori as the native human inhabitants of New Zealand. However, academics who have put a good deal of work into these things relate that New Zealand Maori are descended from Polynesians who first arrived in New Zealand around 800–1,000 years before the Europeans. In other words, the Polynesians arrived first, but no human being is truly native to New Zealand.
Maori and European are still the two main cultural traditions of New Zealand. The country is officially bilingual: government departments, municipal buildings, plants, animals and mountains have both English and Maori names. Kiwis are highly conscious of their dual heritage. A Kiwi doesn’t have to be Maori to enjoy sticking his tongue out at an opposing country’s rugby team, or rolling his eyes, slapping his thighs and suggesting something more like a war than a game of rugby.
However, Maori and European traditions have had markedly different relationships with the land. For Europeans, mountains and rivers are physical barriers to be overcome or conquered. For Maori, mountains and rivers are ancestors from whom they trace their origins. Europeans divide land into plots for private ownership, whereas Maori tradition encourages people to take care of the land through collective stewardship. Europeans treat land as a resource to be harnessed for human benefit, whereas Maori tradition seems to place greater emphasis on the health and ‘happiness’ of the land.
The Great Walks are largely inside New Zealand’s National Parks, but there are areas of controversy even here. Sometimes part of a track crosses private land. Sometimes local Maori tribes feel that they are not sufficiently involved in the collective stewardship of the land traversed by a Great Walk. How best to look after the land is a subject that still causes no end of debate in parliament and in local pubs and tramping clubs throughout the islands. Walking the Great Walks will take me some way inside this debate.
I have never attempted anything quite like this before. Still, there are lots of reasons for me not to worry: I can go at my own pace; I speak the language; Kiwis have a reputation for being one of the friendliest nations in the world; I will meet lots of locals on the tracks; and it’s highly unlikely that the flora and fauna will cause me any harm. At least, not without my collusion.
I worry anyway. What will I do if I twist an ankle in a remote spot? What percentage of my body weight in chocolate will I need to carry? If I do manage to complete all of the Great Walks, won’t it be the middle of winter before I’ve finished? Is canoeing difficult? What about in winter?
Research about tramping in New Zealand has left me giddy with the knowledge that I know nothing. Waterproof overtrousers, a new backpack and new boots have been acquired, much to the relief of several salesmen in specialist outdoors shops who have begun to take a very keen interest in when I am leaving the country.
I tell myself to worry only about pack weight – because this is at least partially under my control. I need to carry as little weight as possible if I’m to have a chance of tramping (and canoeing) the full 550 kilometres of Great Walks.
On the eve of my flight, the assembled equipment is as follows:
• Items to prevent hypothermia: sleeping bag, sleeping sheet, spare jumper, spare socks, thermal underwear, woolly hat, woolly gloves
• Items to protect sensitive English skin from strongest sunlight in the world: sun hat, sunglasses, suncream (highest possible factor), lip balm
• Food-related gear: mug, bowl-plate, knife, fork, spoon, water bottle
• Items required to maintain some semblance of civilisation: soap, toothbrush, toothpaste, red bandana (for concealing long, greasy hair), toilet paper, moisturiser, underwear, towel
• Light to find my way around huts in the dark: small torch, spare batteries
• Cumbersome equipment I wish I didn’t have to carry: asthma inhalers, emergency inhaler attachment (for worst-case, middle-of-nowhere asthma attack that won’t take place as long as I’m carrying this), eczema creams
• Emergency supplies in case all else fails: ear plugs, first-aid kit, whistle, Swiss Army knife (which I’m sure I’ll need for something, I just can’t think what)
• Something to put all of this in:  thirty-four plastic bags (various sizes) and a backpack that is on the small side for the purposes of a five-day tramp, thus forcing me to pack efficiently  
• Things to be otherwise worn or draped round me: waterproof jacket and trousers, camera, film, those funny trousers that can be zipped to three different lengths, and a specialist tramping top that will allegedly counteract the odour of sweat.
My housemate arrives home, runs a glance over the items on display at my feet and picks up the single roll of toilet paper.
‘You know, they do have toilet paper on the other side of the world,’ she says. ‘I’ve not been to New Zealand myself, but I’m told that it is so.’ 
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Crossing Tongariro without a bus: The Tongariro Northern Circuit
I have chosen my first track on the carefully considered basis that it’s the nearest Great Walk to Auckland, which is where my plane landed. The Tongariro Northern Circuit is also one of the most difficult Great Walks. It is a series of ascents and descents around the volcanic heartland of the North Island. I am assured that one of these ascents is painful even for the fittest tramper. In good weather, the horizon-filling views of volcanoes are supposed to take your mind off the pain. However, the weather here can change more quickly than I can yet pull on my waterproof trousers.
The second day of this four-day track is known as the Tongariro Crossing, which is labelled (and heavily marketed as) ‘New Zealand’s finest one-day walk’. In a country full of exceptional walks, this is not to be ignored – and people don’t ignore it in their tens of thousands. Upwards of 65,000 people walk the Crossing each year and the majority walk it during the summer months, when crampons, ice axes and mountaineering experience are finally dispensable. On an average summer’s day, more than 500 people troop along the track. Should I get into trouble on the most difficult and dangerous day of my tramp, at least I won’t be alone.
Just before I set out, I sit in the Visitor Centre in Whakapapa Village watching an information video on volcanoes and the things they get up to (and yes, Kiwis do pronounce ‘wh’ as ‘f’ with some occasionally interesting consequences). The video is a small treat before a tiring and potentially quite painful four days of hard labour. I don’t have to leave until nearly lunchtime, and watching educational TV is an excellent excuse to spend the morning sitting down. What I see, however, makes me think that I shouldn’t get up again. (Image 2.1) 
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Image 2.1: The Tongariro Northern Circuit
These volcanoes are big and they are active. Footage from eruptions in 1995 and 1996 (the most recent of many) includes eyewitness accounts from skiers who were on the mountains at the time but who escaped without any injuries – other than the usual ones self-inflicted by skiers. I hear all about how quick and deadly lava flows can be and I pay particular attention to the ongoing attempts we tiny humans make to predict when eruptions will occur and to keep ourselves out of the way of freshly thrown-up rock. By the time the documentary credits fade, I have a new-found respect for the mountain underneath which I’m sitting and for the other mountains I’m about to walk up to and over. I also have a small twinge of excitement in the pit of my stomach at the mere prospect of the earth moving more violently than usual at some point over the next four days. I know it’s unlikely that any one of these volcanoes will spit out anything interesting while I am scrambling my way round them, but a girl can dream.
No imminent eruptions are predicted, but I have nevertheless been warned that I could die if I set out on the track within the next forty-eight hours. The risk of being smothered by hot lava or choked by clouds of ash is low. However, the risk of dying from exposure or from being irretrievably blown off the higher sections of the track is apparently high.
For almost a week I have been seeking regular advice about the weather from the DOC outpost in Whakapapa Village. DOC stands for Department of Conservation, although the short form is so widely used that any one who’s been in New Zealand for more than a couple of hours should be ‘DOC’ing with ease.
They have been watching the progress of a particularly nasty front over the mountains, and I have been waiting. Until today, when, after three days of snow and gales, the front seems finally to have shuffled off and I really feel that, in the company of merely a heavy downpour of rain, it is time for me to set off. The extremely hardy-looking lady behind the counter disagrees.
‘As you’ll see from the board, we’re forecasting severe gales and snow for tomorrow and the next day. You won’t be able to make it across the saddle on either day – and the forecast isn’t great for the day after that either.’
I stare pleadingly at the nice lady. It is March, and late summer in New Zealand. I glance at the forecast. More snow. More gales. I look back into her eyes. She knows that I want to set out anyway. She tries another tactic, ‘Two days ago, two men went out onto the track and were separated in a blizzard. 
They were experienced. They had all the right equipment. They were big men. Yet, they both spent a night alone on the mountain and had to be picked up by helicopter the following morning, suffering from exposure.’
‘Oh.’
She doesn’t have to say the rest. I know that, unlike the volcanoes all around us, I am small and mostly inactive. The day I stretched myself over the five foot mark on the measuring wall is still fresh in my mind. I am inexperienced. I am female. I am on the less acned side of thirty. I am on my own.
I distract her attention, ‘How do you pronounce this?’ I point to Mount Ngauruhoe on the parkmap.
‘Yeah, it’s a difficult one. It’s  now-roo-hoi.’
I immediately hear one of the other members of the DOC team pronounce it differently. Then I have an idea.
‘There’s a hut warden at Mangatepopo Hut, isn’t there?’
‘Yeah, there are still wardens at all the huts.’
‘Well, how about I walk as far as Mangatepopo Hut today? That’s only three or four hours away and it’s before the alpine section of the track. Tomorrow the hut warden will radio in for the early morning weather forecast. If that forecast is bad, I promise I won’t try to go up over the saddle.’
I leave the Visitor Centre in possession of a hut pass for the next four nights and a slightly manic grin. I don’t know what’s going to happen. All I know is that after five days of waiting I can finally see a volcano appearing on the horizon and I want to go and say hello.
Day one: Playing with fire
It is raining hard and I have no idea how far I’m going to get. I could be about to spend an afternoon walking with a heavy pack in the rain only to have to spend all of tomorrow trapped in a hut at the bottom of an active volcano. Worse still, I may have to wait out two days in the hut, driven mad by boredom and running so low on food that I end up having to walk back here again. Whatever happens, I have to live with the knowledge that at the start of my first tramp, I have already been tempted to break the first rule in the tramping book: never go against DOC advice. 
To go tramping in New Zealand and ignore the advice of DOC is a foolish thing to do – more so, even, than letting someone secure a long, elasticated rope to your ankles  with a towel and then obeying their instruction to jump into a void.
DOC is unlike any other government department I have ever experienced. Its influence on everyday life in New Zealand makes Defra (the UK’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) look like it chose the wrong gene pool. Defra has more than 13,000 employees, making DOC’s 1,500 permanent force seem small. However, that’s one Defra employee for roughly every 4,400 people in the UK, but one DOC employee for every 2,700 people in New Zealand – dropping to 2,000 when you take into the account the additional 500 or so foot soldiers that DOC employs each year on a temporary or seasonal basis.
The reach of DOC goes beyond the statistics. DOC staff are stationed around the country in green and yellow huts and offices. Many of these outposts are key focal points in New Zealand’s towns, particularly those where the town centre comprises a high street with a supermarket, a few essential shops (which always include at least one outdoors activity shop) and a DOC office. DOC offices often double up as the local visitor centre, which means that most tourists in New Zealand meet many members of the green and yellow army. The centre of Whakapapa Village, where I currently stand, is an extreme example of this: here, the ‘village’ centre comprises one small store that can physically hold no more than about seven shoppers, and the DOC Visitor Centre, which could accommodate a small supermarket.
Almost without exception DOC staff are passionate about the natural environment. In this they reflect the priorities of a good proportion of the general population – the farmers, the trampers, hunters, fishermen, those who believe in the important spiritual connection between human beings and the rest of the natural world, and those who simply appreciate the mountainous views from their back doors.
The DOC staff I have met so far look hardy, fit and made for the Great Outdoors. They are the distilled essence of Kiwi. Their uniforms comprise practical fleeces, sweaters, shirts, trousers and shorts in browns and greens, with neat DOC logos on their chests. Every fibre of their beings was made to be climbing mountains and fording rivers.
DOC strives to preserve Mother Nature’s beauty indefinitely. DOC staff also do their utmost to stop people dying in her sometimes merciless grip. In 2002 a television documentary series in New Zealand followed the work of thirteen conservation officers as they went about the daily business of saving endangered species, fighting fires, conducting research, killing pests, monitoring avalanches, maintaining tracks and many, many more tasks – including search and rescue operations for those less skilled in handling themselves in the bush. I don’t know many countries where conservation officers are TV heroes.
Thus, when a number of DOC officers tell me not to attempt the high altitude section of the Tongariro Northern Circuit for yet another couple of days, I pay attention.
Ten minutes down the track, the sun appears and there’s just me and my pack in the whole world. My pack isn’t as light as it could be because I’ve decided that I should avoid freeze-dried specialist outdoors food and instead carry the produce of a small market garden.
Raw vegetables have a hold over me, established two years ago when I contracted a ‘glandular-fever-like illness’ that caused several doctors to stare worryingly at blood test results and keep telling me to stay away from work. They couldn’t offer a cure (they could barely offer a diagnosis), but they diligently performed blood tests until I began to think that my main problem might be loss of blood. With nothing better to do between trips to the blood bank, I tried to eat myself better. My eventual recovery probably had nothing to do with raw carrots, but by then I was addicted. Nowadays the memory of illness tells me that I’m likely to find tramping tiring, but it doesn’t deter me from going. Instead it makes me want to take several pounds of fresh vegetables along for the ride.
To my shame, the other heavy load I bear is a broken saucepan, ‘borrowed’ from the kitchen in the hostel where I’ve been staying. A chance conversation with a fellow traveller in Whakapapa Village had revealed my mistaken interpretation of the DOC guidelines for trampers on the Tongariro Northern Circuit. ‘Utensils’ apparently encompasses things in which food can be cooked – not just, as I had thought, things with which food is eaten once cooked. Suddenly discovering this whilst staying in a retail vacuum posed something of a problem. The small store in Whakapapa Village sells only basic food at imaginative prices. Anything else must be sourced many miles and over an hour’s drive away – and it seemed rather pathetic to have to leave again just after I’d arrived. So I tried to charm the reception staff at the hostel into letting me borrow a saucepan. When this failed, I rooted around the back of the hostel cupboards, found a small saucepan with a handle missing (presumed melted) and asked my conscience to look the other way while I stashed it in my pack.
Over the first few kilometres and under fresh sun, I have soon forgotten that I am carrying much weight at all. I am so excited that I turn off on the first side trip I see, along a springy path by a stream, towards Taranaki Falls. It would be much easier to see these falls from the final section of the track, but I am feeling so keen that I bound along the additional hour’s walk. Besides which, I don’t know if I will make it to the later section of the track three days from now.
The sun has woken a couple of day trippers and one other lady, who displays the full rigging of backpack and waterproofs. I greet them all with smiles and friendly comments, which perplex the day trippers. They are clearly not Kiwis, who are so far proving to be as friendly and welcoming as their reputation foretells – except when they’re trying to discourage you from walking up mountains. We stare up at the water hurtling off the edge of the cliff above us. I feel the first stirrings of relaxation.
Back on the proper track, I get into a rhythm on the gentle ups and downs of volcanic furrows. I trip along – sometimes quite literally – a narrow path over tussock, rock and heather. Heather was introduced here by early twentieth-century Brits trying to recreate highland hunting scenes for their amusement and acclimatisation. The heather did what came naturally to it, and local plant species promptly began to expire. Years later people noticed that this wasn’t helpful to the local ecosystem and have been trying to eradicate the heather ever since. Every time I spot a clump amongst the tussock my genes feel the dull thud of the imperialist guilt hangover.
Water, wind and feet erode the track, the ridges it crosses and the plants gripping onto this world of moving rock. Apparently, at higher altitudes in this alpine scrub the plants are so delicate that a single footprint can last one hundred years. I have no desire to create fresh guilt, so I try to stick precisely to the path. This is not easy. The terrain is so fragile that erosion has converted the path into a deep, winding canyon in many places, up to four feet deep, but only about one foot wide. Were I to follow this path, either my hips or my pack would become wedged in the side of the crevasse. Self-rescue would only be possible through starvation, abandonment of my belongings or by digging myself out. I don’t even want to think about having to be rescued from this position by someone else. So I do what many other pairs of feet before me have done: I trample on the tussock above and to the side of the official track. Trampling does not feel as good as tramping.
The panorama of vents on view from the top of each furrow provides an outstanding distraction from heather guilt, attempts to avoid being wedged into the canyon path and the endless ups and downs of this terrain. The most mesmerising sight, forward right, is Mount Ngauruhoe. When I stop to stare at this mountain, I can’t help but bow my head towards it. I don’t even feel daft for doing so.
Mount Ngauruhoe’s name is almost as difficult to explain as it is to pronounce. The most often cited explanation is of a revered Maori, Ngatoro-i-rangi, who climbed the mountain but fell victim to the extreme cold at the summit. Close to death, he prayed to his sisters to save him and they sent fire-demons to his rescue. The fire-demons travelled along the line of greatest thermal activity in New Zealand (from White Island through the centre of the North Island) and burst out from the mountain top. Ngatoro was thus saved from freezing to death – and presumably also spared from being blown to pieces, although most versions of this legend make no reference to this. In gratitude, he slew the female slave who had accompanied him and cast her body into the crater (now that’s gratitude for you). Her name was Auruhoe and the mountain was named after her. However, another version relates that the slave was called Auruhoe because this was the local Maori name for the mountain. This appears to leaves us back where we started.
Two different explanations come from direct translations of the component parts of the name. Unfortunately, the only point on which the translations agree is that ‘nga’ means ‘the’. One translation says that Ngauruhoe means ‘the hair of Hoe’ – Hoe being Ngatoro’s grandson, and his hair representing the plumes of smoke that escape from the mountain. Another translation says that Ngauruhoe means ‘the act of tossing hot stones out of an earth oven’, which links Maori cooking techniques with eruptions of rock from the volcano. Much as I love the image of little wild-haired Hoe, my money is on the hot stones.
Whatever the origins of its title, it is impossible not to stare and stare at the vent. It is a perfect cone and exactly what I would have drawn for a volcano when I was ten years old (although it is not currently belching forth the clouds of orange and purple squiggles that I would have enthusiastically included). Its width is vast, but the vertical lines in the solidified lava also make it seem imposingly tall.
Yet Mount Ngauruhoe is the underdog in this volcanic playground. It is a young slip of a volcano; its neighbours – Mounts Tongariro, Ruapehu, Pukekaikiore, Pukeonake and several others – are older, bigger, more complex, or all of the above. This only makes it more appealing to me. Of course, it’s also hard to avoid the landscape marketing phenomenon of  The Lord of the Rings films. I am, after all, standing transfixed by none other than Mount Doom.
I keep having to flick glances its way as I walk. Do I expect to see the vast armies of Sauron marching forth at any time? Do I expect it to blow up in a cloud of special effects and not be there any more? Actually, yes – I am concerned that it will disappear: the cloud coming in with that next front could steal it from me at any point and potentially for the next four days. Every look could be my last.
Back behind the now invisible Whakapapa Village, Ruapehu slowly pushes the remaining clouds off its peaks. If Ngauruhoe is the perfect barnacle shape, then Ruapehu is a mass of barnacles, limpets and corals that would grace the belly of the oldest whale. There is no comparing the size: Ruapehu is immense and is difficult to comprehend in one look, even as it appears slowly from underneath its duvet of cloud. It is also behind me, which means that I keep stopping to look behind as well as in front. I can’t help it. I am gloriously alone in a sweeping volcanic landscape and all the mountains are coming out to play.
After three hours I still love the views, but I can’t wait to see Mangatepopo Hut in one of them. I wince at the freshly filling blisters on both feet. I thought I’d worn my boots in, but I clearly have much to learn about the art of lace tying. Tight for down; looser for up. Goodness knows what for endless ups and downs over scores of dry stream beds.
The hut finally pops out from behind a piece of tussock. I don’t expect there will be any one in tonight other than the hut warden and me, but some company will be good, particularly if this is to be home for the next day or two.
As I approach the door, I see belongings strewn everywhere. Bags and boots cover the wooden porch and excited children swarm out from their hiding place behind the hut. I add my boots to the collection and go inside, where every surface is coated with belongings and where a German tramper sits in a corner, fuming. Five very tall men follow me into the hut.
‘Hey, how are you? Where are you from?’
‘Erm ... England.’
‘Oh great! Would you mind talking to the kids about the UK? Just ten minutes or so – and maybe to answer some questions.’
‘Yes, OK. Although could I just grab a few minutes to sit down first?’
‘Sure. Oh – and sorry there aren’t any beds left. There’s thirty-five of us.’
Thirty-five. Mostly children, ages ten to thirteen. DOC huts operate on a first come, first served basis and officially this hut can accommodate twenty-two people. The hut warden is nowhere to be seen.
The evening blurs in a series of practicalities. Before we can all sit down to Tales from the Land of Jonny Wilkinson and Harry Potter, the hut warden arrives and is a little startled. She is twenty-three-years old, arrived in New Zealand (from her native Canada) a week ago and has been in the job for three days. She immediately instils order in the bedding scrum and insists that the trampers get bunks. She stands up to the six-feet-plus male parents, who crowd round her talking about the first come, first served rule and insisting that they gave someone from DOC advanced notice. She is inexperienced, foreign, short, blonde, petite and absolutely in charge.
I keep my head down and chat to the lone female parent, who has the best washing-up view in the world: from the sink we watch the sun set over Mount Taranaki, another of New Zealand’s volcanoes and a whitened pimple some 140 kilometres away on the west coast of the North Island. New Zealand was the first sovereign state in the world to give women the vote, so I trust that tomorrow morning one of the male parents will be doing the washing-up. Tonight, there’s already enough controversy in the hut, so I make no comment. From the other side of the hut, the deep, pink light of the sun flushes the valley along which I hope to walk tomorrow and makes me stare all over again at the remarkable Ngauruhoe.
One of the evening duties is signing the intentions book. The purpose of these books, which are in every DOC hut, is to provide basic information to assist anyone who is following on behind looking for your body. In addition to the basic practical information required (name, number in party, planned route and destination, date due out etc.) the two final fields for entry are ‘Main Activity on This Trip’ and ‘Comments’. Previous signatories have scribbled a mixture of amusing, earnest and inspired remarks. Some of the entries have even avoided mentioning Mordor. Nevertheless, Frodo and Sam somehow arrive here afresh every day. If Gandalf had read this book to find out how their quest was progressing, he would have thought they were caught in an evil time warp.
My Comment comes easily (‘The 30 children were a surprise!’), but I have to wonder about my Main Activity. What am I doing here, exactly? Trying to get as far away from mobile phone reception as I can? Trying to get fit again after two years feeling tired? Fulfilling a life-long ambition to become a hobbit? Or just the usual: trying to work out what to do next, now that I’m in my thirties, man-less and, for all that I care about it, career-less? No. This is too dull and too long to write in the space provided. In the end I write what I ought to be doing: ‘stopping thinking’.
Torches and candles provide the only light after sunset. Leaving the table, I take my plate to the sink but don’t see the bench that has been moved since I sat down. I land heavily on my knees on the hard wooden floor, much to the amusement of the children. Deeply embarrassed, I jump up light-heartedly and move quickly to the sink, pretending that my knees aren’t exploding in pain. No one could mistake me for an experienced tramper.
In the night the storms start. Before sleep has taken hold, a deafening crack signals the near loss of the hut roof and the wind whips on and on into the night, battering up loud protests from every surface. There’s nothing we can do but lie in our sleeping bags waiting for it to be over (please, God, let it be over): if anyone were to venture outside, they would be swept down the valley in an instant.
Fifteen boys in the bottom bunks whisper furiously in accompaniment to the wind, toughing it out with bravado and small jokes. Just before dawn I drift into a drowsy, noise-assisted half-sleep. I dream of crawling over mountain tops on my belly while the wind chases after my soul.
Day two: The great migration
‘WILL you PLEASE SHUT UP!’ hisses the German tramper in a whisper that is a yell. Her complaint is aimed at the boys, but it is she who wakes me. As sunlight floods the bunkroom it takes several minutes for me to register its meaning: there is sunlight; the storm has gone. While the children run around as if nothing ever happened, the adults stand at the hut door and gaze out in amazement at the valley: it is still there and it feels for all the world as if it could be a calm, sunny day.
The hut warden’s quarters have also survived the night and the warden confirms that I can attempt the saddle. The weather should hold long enough for it to be safe. I’m allowed to go into the mountains.
I have much to learn before I master the tramper’s art of the dawn getaway. My backpack is so tightly filled that I can’t close the top unless everything goes into exactly the right place and in exactly the same order as it came out, only in reverse. I spent the 1980s wrestling Rubik’s cube with about the same success. To make matters worse, I have diligently packed everything into waterproof bags. For an item to make it successfully into the pack, it must be united with its bag-mates, twisted into the bag, squeezed free from air and slotted into the appropriate place. I have to keep reopening plastic bags to remind myself what’s inside.
It’s past 8.00am by the time I finally walk out of earshot of the classroom – only to reach the main path and discover that I’m joining a state highway. The Tongariro Crossing transport companies have seen the sudden shift in the weather and have laid on all the buses to the Crossing. Today is the first day in at least three when the official transport has been running. I can expect something very different from the solitude of yesterday.
The fresh faces and tiny daysacks of the day trippers prove that I spent all of yesterday afternoon getting to a hut that is only a thirty-minute walk away from a car park. Maybe they have had the better idea: after four hours’ walking and a dramatic, sleep-deprived night, I have barely even started the track. On the bright side, however, most of the buses arrive before 7.30am, so I am joining the stragglers. If I maintain a reasonably slow pace (tough, but I think I can manage it), I should be able to enjoy the relative peace and quiet of the rearguard in the march.
The sun rises from behind the Mangatepopo saddle, which is the day’s main grunt. We are chasing the shade along the centre of the valley and can already sense the wave of heat that will strike when the sun sweeps over the saddle. Ngauruhoe is looking entrancing. The strips of snow in its vertical folds are glinting their last in the sun and the colours of the rock underneath are beginning to show through, with streaks of red in between grey scree.
As I walk I try to resolve a cultural dilemma between Maori and Pakeha traditions – Pakeha being the Maori term for European settlers. My Pakeha past says ‘see mountain, must climb it’ and so I’m rather tempted to take the side route that I’ll find later on today, to the top of Mount Ngauruhoe. It isn’t strictly a path – just a route for sliding and scrambling over loose scree, which even from here looks as if a badly timed sneeze could set off a huge slip. Plus, climbers are advised not to go over into the lip of the volcano because of the noxious gases emitted, even on an average, inactive day. The traditional Maori approach, however, is to respect mountains by not trampling all over them. Ngatoro-i-rangi had priest-like status – and look what happened even to him. Local Maori strove to avoid even their gaze trespassing on these mountains, never mind their feet. Given the dominance of the mountains on the skyline of this part of the North Island, managing not to look at them at all would be a remarkable achievement. The regular cloud cover must have helped no end.
Near the foot of Mount Ngauruhoe is a short side track to Soda Springs – an indulgent break after merely an hour, but a good excuse to evade some extremely chatty day trippers. These springs seem to have been misnamed. As far as I remember from my admittedly unsuccessful study of chemistry, soda is used to make soap. Sulphur, on the other hand, is used to make foul smells and I mutter that someone might like to think of changing the name of these springs, before beating a hasty retreat back to the main track.
This is where the real test begins, as I begin the infamous climb up my now favourite mountain. Not that I can see it properly any more. All I can see as I look up are false summits in a bumpy wall of rock and soil. I try to plot the shortest, least painful routes from me to the next visual edge. Curse my heavy pack next to all these light daysacks; curse all those heavy carrots and apples I felt I couldn’t do without. 
Different speed lanes open as hundreds of people scramble up the enormous rockery. It seems that people behave in much the same way on a mountain as they do everywhere else. There’s a fair amount of overtaking, undertaking and cutting up going on. The competitive sorts are straining along in focused silence (and I would normally number myself amongst the competitive sorts, but I have a tendency to pretend I’m not in a competition at all when I’m so hopelessly off the pace). Unbelievably, some people are even checking out members of the opposite sex. Many are succeeding in looking cool as they stand and swig from water bottles, hand on hips, tanned limbs on display. I am not one of them.
There’s some awkwardness about the greetings protocol. Should you say hello to everyone who passes through your sweat zone? At what point must you think of some polite conversation if you’re climbing next to someone at roughly the same pace? Is it just terribly British me who’s using up energy worrying about these social dilemmas?
A decent camaraderie builds up between those of us who are now regularly being overtaken. It’s not easy to step aside to let someone pass, especially when on all fours, but I’m doing my best and I’m probably doubling my distance as a result. Fortunately, the views behind are spectacular, so regular stops to stand up straight and stare behind seem perfectly excusable. Mangatepopo Hut is now a tiny dot at the far end of the valley.
To my horror, a large number of much tinier dots is now starting to tackle the first section of the climb. The school party has changed its plans (they were only going to walk to Soda Springs and back) and my little friends are following me at an alarmingly quick pace. I marvel at the hardiness of the natives. Thirty young children and their guardians think nothing of scrambling several hundred metres up a mountain for a morning lesson. So this is how they breed Kiwis.
The tough part of the climb should last about forty-five minutes, but when I finally totter over the last little summit, I have been straining uphill for over seventy-five minutes and I can’t understand how there are still people streaming up to the saddle behind me when, surely, everyone in New Zealand has overtaken me this morning. I’m not sure whether to be pleased that the worst of the day’s climbs is over, or worried that I’m only officially one hour and forty-five minutes into a day’s tramping that could take six hours or more. 
Not that this matters next to the views all around. As I stand on the side of Mount Ngauruhoe, its barnacle top is the entire 180 degree view facing south. Back to the west the Mangatepopo valley is shimmering in the heat and Mount Taranaki – now about 143 kilometres away – is a white pimple smudged behind ozone. To the north is one side of Mount Tongariro, the summit of which is yet another ethically contentious side trip further along the track. Finally, to the east is the next part of the Crossing, along the flat bed of the South Crater. It is now strikingly obvious that I need not have worried about the cultural etiquette of climbing to the summit of Mount Ngauruhoe. I am clearly not up to the job, unless I want to risk having to pass the remaining craters, lakes and peaks of the day in darkness.
Decision made, I wander to the rim of the South Crater just as the children come running up behind me, fresh as daisies, and start a snowball fight. By the time I’ve answered yet more of their questions, the flow of people up and over the saddle has dried up in the heat. The children turn to go back down the way they came and any one else who’s still trying to come up will have to navigate past this waterfall of small limbs.
If you read more than one collection of Maori history and legends, you soon discover that there is rarely just one version of events. This is partly because Maori traditionally retell their histories and legends orally and within their own tribes. The need to write everything down in one received version is the urge of the Pakeha. In the retellings down the generations, certain bits may be omitted, embellished or deliberately adapted to convey whatever message is important to the teller in his time (what history isn’t?). Add to this the variation made possible through translations into English and you can merrily abandon any attempt to find ‘the truth’. The only alternative seems to be to go with whichever version you like the best. Henceforth, therefore, I shall be thinking of Ngauruhoe as the wild hair of little Hoe.
However, one important set of events on which authors seem agreed is how Tongariro National Park came into existence. The Park today encompasses some 79,598 hectares of land, but its core is the original gift of 2,630 hectares by the impressively named and titled Te Heuheu Tukino IV (Horonuku), paramount chief of Ngati Tuwharetoa. (This is perhaps good enough reason in itself not to have to write things down a lot.) 
The gift was made on 23 September 1887, after many years of rival tribes and Europeans claiming and disputing rights of ownership over the land. Maori had no concept of permanent, private ownership of land, but had a very firm concept of the tapu (sacredness) of Mounts Tongariro, Ngauruhoe and Ruapehu. Faced with seeing the mountains sold off piecemeal to the highest Pakeha bidder and thereby also seeing his tribe lose its honour, Te Heuheu Tukino IV gifted the whole area to the Crown and to the people of New Zealand. The scheme seems to have worked at the time and the area became New Zealand’s first National Park in 1894. It’s anyone’s guess, though, as to what Te Heuheu Tukino IV would make of today’s day trippers, trampers and skiers.
I gaze out onto South Crater and ponder the unimaginative names given by Pakeha to the landscape. Today I shall pass through or round the South Crater, the Central Crater, the North Crater and the rebelliously titled Red Crater, which presumably only escaped being called East Crater by the teeth of its rim. Oh, and next to the North Crater, I shall find the Blue Lake, presumably so named because water quite often looks blue. I venture to suggest that Pakeha naming conventions leave a little to be desired.
Maori names are far more interesting. Pukekaikiore means ‘the hill to eat rats’, which apparently refers to the defeat of one tribe by another (the members of the defeated tribe being the ‘rats’). Ruapehu means a reverberating sound like that beaten on a gong to alert warriors that a village is about to be attacked, while Tongariro means ‘to be carried away by a south wind’, which is a fair description of what happens to hundreds of visitors here every summer.
At the entrance to the South Crater I find the German tramper at the end of a break. I try to explain how dull I think the name is compared with the vast, colourful crater before us. She looks at me strangely, but then seems to understand my point and offers an alternative.
‘Maybe it could be called Egg Crater. It is an oval shape and the earth is browny yellow, like an egg.’
She contemplates her own suggestion and then adds, ‘Although there would need to be a very big bird to lay an egg like this.’
She’s not wrong: it looks like miles from one end of the crater to the other.
‘How about Tequila Sunrise Crater?’ I suggest. ‘It could be the top of an enormous glass. The snow and ice streaking down into the crater from the walls could be frosting around the rim of the glass. The poles that mark the track are tiny cocktail sticks. The orangey-yellow earth is the drink. A cocktail fit for the gods.’
She motors off unimpressed. I plod onwards after waiting for a few more stragglers to pass me by. I am finally alone again in this captivating place. Not only this, but the South Crater is as gloriously flat as the previous section was steep, so I can now gape continuously at the 360-degree views as I walk, without falling over. Reaching the far side, it’s time to start going up again. Backward glances now reveal a slight dip in the lip of Mount Ngauruhoe on this side, where the snow has almost entirely melted to reveal deep red rock. It is like looking quite literally at the heart of the mountain. Stopping to turn and look behind me now has nothing to do with letting my pounding heart slow; if anything, my heart quickens when I pause to look back.
Mount Ngauruhoe routinely emits little puffs of ash and gas, but hasn’t erupted since 1975. Up until then it had erupted about every nine years, which makes you wonder – particularly when you’re standing right beside it – whether it’s overdue for something explosive.
It’s difficult to know what’s going on in this enormous subterranean hotpot. In the wider thermal zone there are geysers and hot springs whose activity has been significantly altered by the presence of geothermal power stations. Ngauruhoe might not have to erupt to release some of its frustrations: the 1995 eruption of Mount Ruapehu blew off quite a bit of steam just a few miles away. When you have absolutely no idea what’s going on beneath your feet, however, some colourful thoughts can enter your head.
The ascent out of South Crater requires some hasty grabbing onto nearby rocks. The snow underfoot has iced over during the night – and a strong, bitter wind is further encouraging me to slip backwards. After a few precariously balanced adjustments, I’m muffled in all the layers shed earlier in the day plus everything else I’ve got for keeping ears and fingers warm. I have to move fast to keep my blood circulating and I have to move slowly to keep my blood from slipping, along with the rest of me, back to the bottom of the crater.
The wind gains force as I gain height. For added challenge, the track now also narrows and becomes still steeper, until I feel like I am stamping to get some traction up a slide for very tall children. This would be a time when I wouldn’t mind other people around me. Maddeningly, the hordes have now disappeared (were they a hallucination or have they been swept away?). Scanning the horizon, I gain some comfort when I spot two other souls a little way ahead. After watching their progress for a few seconds, however, it seems more likely that I’ll have to rescue them than the other way round.
Somehow (and very slowly) I haul myself up to the top of the ridge. This is what those weather warnings were about. I am standing on a narrow ridge at 1,886 metres with a gale force wind whipping down the wing. I am, of course, not actually standing at all. Neither is the wind a constant strength, but a series of tackles, the timing and force of which are too unpredictable for me to dare evolving into bipedal form. Early Maori tradition dictated that no normal man should enter this mountainous region because the mountain spirits would destroy him. I’m beginning to see the sense in that.
In a bizarre echo of last night’s dream, I crawl over the very top of the ridge on my stomach. Thank goodness for all those heavy carrots and apples in my backpack weighing me down; thank goodness I’m not just carrying a daysack. And then I get a glimpse of the deep gash in the earth into which the wind is trying to sweep me – and it is the most beautiful sight I think I’ve ever seen.
To the right of this dangerously exposed ridge, the slit in the earth falls away to a depth far below the line of visibility, even after I crawl to the edge of the gash on my belly, trying simultaneously to flatten myself against the ground and yet peer up and over into the void. The earth here has been ripped apart and the rock on the far side of the gash is deep, glowing, bloody red. There are veins of brown and dark grey, like on a good slab of raw meat (no supermarket cut). The side of the slit has wavy contours to show that this was no straight knife wound, but a great tear. I lie there for a few minutes just trying to take in something for which my guidebook has left me utterly unprepared.
I wriggle back onto the path as a bearded man staggers over the ridge. We shout greetings and he takes a photo for me. Neither of us is able to stand up for the occasion and I can barely open my eyes against the gale of grit, but we manage one quick shutter release before he totters off down the other side and I attempt to apply a fresh layer of suncream. This is a facial scrub of which the most sadistic Turkish bath scrubbers would be proud. Suncream mingles with sand and grit in my eyes, ears, nose and mouth. You can’t get much closer to a mountain than eating it.
Descending is utterly different. Strong sunlight has melted all snow and ice on this side, leaving a bed of deep, soft grey sand and scree underfoot. Those still confident in their thigh muscles bounce down this steep strip. Those who appreciate the size of the drops on both sides proceed with more care. One lady I see descends very, very slowly on her bottom. A few cocky teenagers scramble over the ridge and then foot-ski down, filling the boots of anyone slower than them with a thick spray of grey sand.
Halfway through the descent I sit down and burrow my heels into the loose scree in front of me to stop myself slipping forwards and down. Time for some lunch and for some fresh gaping – this time on another world of craters and lakes. I’m happy to exchange greetings with passing walkers, but it feels good not to have to talk any more than this. It feels good to sit on my own, alone and small in this strange world. To know that I only have to get up when I want to; that I can sit here for as long as I like.
By my feet, but a couple of hundred metres below, lie the Emerald Lakes. Each of these ponds is a different size and shape and has its own shade of blue. The name is more imaginative than some, but Sapphire Lakes might be more accurate.
Past these lakes lies another vast bowl of a crater. This one has a raised black stain across one side of it, where lava from one of the many eruptions ended its run. There’s another little climb out of this crater, but this climb is easy. I’m now angling my pack expertly into the wind, parrying and feinting like I know what I’m doing. Still like a small child in a big playground, I can’t stop twirling round to catch the sensational views on offer from every single degree of the 360. It makes for a walking style odder than that of hip-gyrating Olympic walkers.
I twirl along the rim separating the Central Crater and the vast Blue Lake, which looks so calm in all the postcards, but it could be surfed in this wind. I’m nearly at the end of the longest, hardest day of the tramp. There are another two full days yet to come and there’s still the small matter of that weather front – but I’m beginning to feel that I might make it all the way.
Another one-and-a-half hours of walking finally brings Ketetahi Hut within flopping distance. Its veranda marks the end of day two of the Tongariro Northern Circuit but there is still a steady stream of people soldiering on along the track. For the day tripper, it’s still about another two hours’ walk from here to the nearest car park.
I’ve been to the Ketetahi car park at pick-up time and it’s not a pretty sight. Hundreds of people slump in a state of shock and exhaustion, wondering how the New Zealand tourist industry can describe the Tongariro Crossing as a one-day walk. They’ve just had the hardest day of their trip to New Zealand and are deeply glad to be at the finish. A sturdy minority, who bounded over the track, refuse to admit to being tired. However, by pick-up time, they have been waiting in a car park for hours and they are cold and bored. Ask any of these people it if was worth it, though, and they look up with shining eyes and sigh an emphatic ‘Yes’.
As I start to tend to blisters on the hut veranda, it’s like sitting on the Champs Elysées – by which I really only mean that it’s easy to believe that if you sit here long enough, then everyone you know will eventually pass by. All other aspects – the haute couture, the urban sophistication, the  parfum de body, the general tending to blisters – make it easy to tell the two apart. It’s as if the local volcanoes have decided to give noxious gases and lava a miss this year and are leaking people instead. People are the new hot rock.
Three of those who now arrive are the lean, tall guys I saw on the track. I noticed them because when I stepped to one side of a narrow piece of track to let them pass they said nothing at all. There was no ‘thank you’ or acknowledgement, despite the steep drop I’d just braved for them. They didn’t even look at me. Then, about ten minutes later, they had stopped to attend to something and it was my turn to pass, but they made no attempt to return the favour and I chose to grate myself on the rock wall at the side of the path rather than confront them.
As they sit on my veranda I curiously listen in to their conversation to see if I can work out where they’re from. I can’t – this is a language I’ve never heard before. So I ask them. After they have had some sport with this strange woman, making me try to guess their origins (and I am very polite as I do so, despite a strong urge not to be) they concede an answer: they are Israeli.
I have never met any Israelis before, not that these ones have been a wonderful advertisement for their homeland so far. Having engaged them in conversation, however, they are open and humorous and soon have me attempting to pronounce the one sound that they say exists only in Israeli and Dutch. From their renditions, it sounds like the noise you might make if you had something stuck at the back of your nose and wanted to snort-suck it into your mouth. Presumably other cultures managed to develop the art of nose-blowing as a working alternative to this nasal skill, but it proves remarkably fun to ‘cjjcjhhh’ with them all over the veranda.
In the general scrum of bodies I make sure I spread my possessions over a free bunk and try to assess the size of tonight’s party. I’m in luck. Nine Kiwi students and five Australians are my only hut-mates in a now spacious twenty-two-bunk hut.
‘G’day. Are you all on your own?’ an Aussie asks.
‘Yes. Good job too, considering how slow I am. Wouldn’t want to hold anyone up.’
‘Ah – we send Adam on ahead with most of the gear.’ He indicates the one in their party who is the youngest by about twenty years. ‘As you can see, the rest of us fall into the “older and bolder” category.’
‘Are you walking the Northern Circuit? Only, I don’t think I’ve seen you all day.’
‘Yeah we are – but we’re doing it backwards. DOC told us that there’s a couple o’ parties o’ school kids roaming around some o’ the huts. Said that if we went anticlockwise we’d miss ‘em.’ He sees my face and laughs. ‘I take it you didn’t!’
The Kiwis join in. ‘Hey, how are you? Are you on your own?’
My pack is noticeably smaller than everyone else’s, even though nine of them are only staying out on the track for one night. Rather than worrying about what vital equipment I may have omitted to bring, I can’t help but feel a little bit pleased with myself for packing so efficiently. As I unpack, however, I realise that there was one thing that wasn’t weighing me down on today’s climb after all. I have left the stolen saucepan at Mangatepopo Hut.
Day three: Down the dragon’s tail
The dawn views from Ketetahi Hut veranda are even more impressive than the sunsets. Lakes tend to pull a layer of mist and cloud over themselves at night and this hut stands high above two large ones: Rotoaira in the foreground and the much vaster Lake Taupo on the horizon. ‘Roto’ means ‘lake’ in Maori and Rotoaira could indeed be the Lake of Air, with its thick fluffy cloud blanket hiding its waters. Lake Taupo doesn’t have a ‘roto’ in its name, no doubt because it’s not a lake, but another volcano.
The first hour of today’s route retraces the tussock-tickled sides of Mount Tongariro back to the Blue Lake. What comes down must apparently go up again, but this time I have the entire track to myself. The Aussies left an hour before me (I must work on this morning thing) and it will be a few more hours yet before the tourist army marches over the lip of the Red Crater and into view.
In a one finger salute to meteorologists everywhere, the sun is rising into a cloudless sky for the second day in a row and there isn’t so much as a sniff of wind, so I don’t have to worry about the safety of the Aussie pensioners making their way up and over the exposed lip of the Red Crater. From the ridge between the Blue Lake and the Central Crater it is possible to see its raised gash, with Mount Ngauruhoe behind it and Mount Ruapehu behind that, all in a line. It’s an impressive front row, though none of them looks to be spoiling for a fight this morning. If anything were to be belched out today, it feels as if I might be the only person in the world to witness it.
Just before the Emerald Lakes an urban signpost rises incongruously from the ground to mark the junction between one dusty track and another. Both tracks are indistinguishable from the dusty sand and rock of the crater floor through which they pass. The signpost announces that Waihohonu Hut is a mere four-and-a-half hours away.
Here begins a grand descent to the desert floor. The track doesn’t climb this high again, so I indulge in half an hour of just sitting quietly amongst this elevated beauty. Keeping still, it is possible to hear the multitude of tiny crinkles, splinterings and shufflings of last night’s frost and ice being charmed by the morning sun. The lake in front of me looks utterly tranquil, but is draining away at incredible speed as a roaring waterfall that I will see from the next section of the track. Beyond the lake are unobstructed views of the desert-like floor of the wide valley below, across which the track travels for most of the rest of the day. The flat valley floor is littered with rocks that look, from up here, like tiny cubes of bacon on a predominantly cheesy pizza. In the ozone haze it is difficult to see where the valley ends and I realise that this day’s long haul is only just beginning. 
The Whanganui Maori call these central volcanoes of the North Island the Mountain Clan. They are personified in legends and are the ancestors of the tribe. They are, however, not all well behaved. An oft-repeated legend tells that Mount Taranaki fell in love with Mount Pihanga, who was promised to Mount Tongariro. (Versions differ as to whether Tongariro and Pihanga were already married or not, whether Pihanga returned Taranaki’s affections and, if so, whether they consummated their attraction. I get distracted by thoughts of what two large volcanoes consummating might look like. However, the point on which to focus is that there was a love triangle involving at least two hot-headed mountains.) 
Tongariro and Taranaki fought a great battle, which Taranaki lost. Distraught, Taranaki fled south-west, carving out the path of the Whanganui River – the route covered so quickly by those cattle in the February floods. When Taranaki reached the sea he was guided north-west to his current resting place, on the western flank of the North Island. Maori legend maintains that one day Taranaki will return to the Mountain Clan.
There is scientific evidence that may support this idea. In the Taranaki region the centre of volcanic activity has been slowly moving in a southeasterly direction. This is the reason, for example, why Mount Taranaki has a parasitic cone (Fantham’s Peak) on its south-eastern flank. The movement is, however,  extremely slow: Fantham’s Peak may be no younger than 20,000 years. Which means that it vastly pre-dates the arrival of Maori in New Zealand. Is the legend a lucky guess? Or did human beings spend a long time developing a scientific method of study that has simply confirmed what local tribes knew anyway?
The Whanganui Maori are strongly connected to their Mountain Clan because these mountains provide the headwaters for the Whanganui River, which has immense spiritual and practical significance to the tribes and sub-tribes who live along its length. The river is their life force and is also at the heart of one of the biggest ongoing disputes between Maori tribes and the Crown. If all goes according to plan, I shall be discovering the source of the dispute for myself when I’m canoeing down the Whanganui River, and doing all I can to encourage this life force to like me.
But I mustn’t canoe before I can walk. And I don’t want to upset the Mountain Clan. I’ve seen footage of what happens when they’re provoked. Up close, I don’t want to see them angry. Or, for that matter, consummating.  Walking down to the desert floor feels like picking my way very carefully down the haunches of an outsized dragon. The shape of this enormous fold of rock is accurate down to the final curl of the tail. The rocks and stones on the surface look like weathered scars on the pitted hide. If I needed anything else to remind me just how small and insignificant I am on Earth, then slip-stumbling down this dragon’s tail is it.
Once on the valley floor, a new game begins. Its working title is ‘The World’s Slowest Slalom’ and it involves making your way to a slim wooden pole, passing to one side of it, finding the quickest route to the next pole, and so on. At walking speed you really wouldn’t think this difficult, but the poles are spaced such that I keep losing concentration between them. I find myself regularly looking round and realising that I’ve wandered off at an unhelpful tangent to the line between the nearest two poles. Sometimes I have to stop and spend a couple of minutes trying to spot where the next pole is, even though they’re no more than about forty metres apart.
Only the poles mark the track here. On the ground are loose stones, coverings of delicate lichens busily clinging on to life, and hardly any footprints. There are also great monoliths of rock rearing up from nowhere, presumably having been spat forcibly from a volcano at some point over the last few thousand years. It looks as if there have been several eagerly contested spitting and belching competitions.
Many of the chunks of rock rear up to four or five times my height and many more times my girth. They squat inconspicuously in pools of flat sand, like giant termite mounds or oversized grave markers. How impressive it is to be able to hurl one of these babies the 800 or so metres from even the nearest vent. I once tried to launch a ball of spittle from a railway bridge onto the tracks below. I ended up with a wet shoe.
I take a seat on the desert floor for a chocolate break, facing back towards Mount Ngauruhoe, having spent a good few minutes trying to find a spot where my bottom won’t crush the life from some delicate lichen. In between me and the mountain are great folds of rock layered one in front of another. It looks like a children’s theatre, the type fashioned from cardboard boxes by inventive mothers. Slits are cut in the sides of the box, through which the puppeteer pulls and pushes two-dimensional bits of scenery. Layering these strips of scenery behind each other gives the scene a three-dimensional feel.  Looking towards Mount Ngauruhoe, tall ridges of solidified lava seem as thin as those bits of paper scenery, and I am a child glued to the show. Life is playing out its scenes here; it’s just that my human eyes work on too short a time frame to see what’s happening.
If this were a desert in the land of Oz (New Zealand’s nearest neighbour – a mere 1,600 or so kilometres away), there would be no end of things crawling around here that could kill a tramper at the merest flick of a tentacle or a tongue. Australia boasts a daunting array of deadly snakes, spiders, lizards, crocodiles, fish ... and so on. In the whole of New Zealand, however, there is just one native spider that can seriously harm human beings. (One type of spider, that is, not some orphaned arachnid living out the remainder of its days alone in a cave somewhere.) This is the katipo spider, a close relative of the North American black widow and the Australian redback. It is a testament to the toughness of this little family of killers that they alone manage to maintain a hold amongst New Zealand’s otherwise friendly fauna.
Before I leave New Zealand, I shall have discovered that there are plenty of creatures here that can and will harm human beings after all (and particularly those who insist on wandering around in the bush for days on end). For now, though, I sit on the desert floor deliriously unconcerned about the local fauna and what it might make of – or from – me.
A dot appears on the horizon and becomes a four-legged creature heading towards me. It is moving so quickly that I’m surprised there isn’t a dust cloud hanging behind it. When it passes beside me, my greeting is acknowledged by a cursory ‘Hi’ before the man powers away in a blur of professional walking sticks and legs. I bite off another bit of chocolate and stare at the show a little longer.
The wooden poles keep appearing and disappearing and appearing again. Deep grooves have been worn into them by the wind whipping grains of sand along the desert floor. They look as though they were erected decades ago and have been abandoned to the elements. Eventually they will wear right through and become puddles of wood dust on a bed of rock dust.
Although the Tongariro Crossing is the most popular day walk in New Zealand, the rest of the Tongariro Northern Circuit is somewhat underpopulated. About 6,000 people complete the whole of the Tongariro Northern Circuit each year. This is an average of just fifty people per day on the Circuit, even assuming that it’s only passable for four months of the year. Spread out over forty-nine kilometres, that’s an average of just over one person per kilometre of track – or, as I like to think of it, me and my pack in our kilometre of space.
After a couple of hours in the wilderness, Oturere Hut emerges from behind a rock. Handwritten notices warn trampers that levels in the rainwater tanks are dangerously low and that we should make every effort to conserve water, which seems only fitting in this desert terrain.
After Oturere Hut the track traverses ruched earth, similar to the folds and furrows of day one, but taller and steeper. I try to let the stunning views of yet another face of Mount Ngauruhoe distract me from the searing pain of blisters being rubbed raw for the second time. The familiar rhythm of up, down, up, down is soon so painful that I am adjusting my boot and pack straps at every peak and trough just to bring the pain level down from searing to intense.
Mentally, the day is remarkably soothing. Away from the social hubbub of the Tongariro Crossing, the size and stillness of this landscape has an odd effect on time and my thoughts. I think about past relationships and why they ended, and about work and why my ambition has fizzled up. I think about these things for what feels like ages, but a glance at my watch tells me that just ten minutes have passed. It has taken just ten minutes to analyse the major themes in my life, to think through the decisions I’ve made, to come to terms with my biggest failings and to feel at peace with all of this. My head is clear and my limbs maintain the steady rhythm of the track.
My next glance at my watch shows that more than an hour has fled. For the last hour I have not thought a single thought or felt a single emotion. I have just been tramping.
Another human being finally appears, clumping along the top of a ridge. He is a Dutchman attempting to walk the whole Circuit anticlockwise in just two days, with a pack bigger than mine and two more of those fine stick-legs. He blurs away after getting my estimate of the distance to Oturere Hut (I can’t really remember any more, it already seems like days ago) and I am left to reflect on just how paltry my efforts are in comparison with the truly masochistic.
Another half an hour of pain later, a wood appears from nowhere. Inside are a few ghost trees, where old man’s beard lichen has taken over and drips from each twig, looking like the ghostly vapour that routinely flaps around the limbs of the faking baddy in Scooby Doo cartoons before his evil plan and unconvincing costume are uncovered. Old man’s beard lichen apparently coexists with its host rather than killing it. Looking at the drowned victims in this wood it’s hard to be convinced of this.
Red in the face and sweaty, I suddenly realise why this is called tramping. After three days of exercise and nothing more than a quick splash of soap and water on my face at either end of the day, I’m beginning to look and smell like a tramp. And it is just as I tune in to the full nose-crinkling horror of my body aromas that a perfect Adonis climbs sure-footedly up the hill and comes to rest by my side. He is tall, dark and handsome. Moreover, he is going my way.
He is another Dutchman walking the Circuit in two days, which means that he last saw a shower just yesterday. We complete the final twenty minutes to Waihohonu Hut together, with me walking much more quickly than I would otherwise have done – not to match his longer stride, but to prevent him from inhaling my sweaty scent.
At the hut I gleefully discover a triple bunk and climb stiffly up to claim the penthouse suite that nobody else wants anyway.
‘Oh, thank God you’re not Israelis,’ mutters a well-spoken English girl after the introductions are made. It’s just Europeans tonight. ‘Have any of you come across any Israelis?’
The others hesitate.
‘I met three Israelis yesterday,’ I answer. ‘They were the first I’ve met.’
‘You do know about Israelis, don’t you?’ she asks, all Miss Marple-ish, before proceeding immediately to the answer. ‘They all have to do military service. For two years, after they leave university. Then they all go travelling for a year. They all do the same trip around the world. They all come to New Zealand and they all go tramping believing that they can do anything because they’ve been in the Israeli Army. They are often poorly prepared and don’t realise how quickly the weather can change here. DOC staff are constantly advising them not to go out ill-equipped, but they go anyway.  Lots of them have to be rescued. Not that they pay for the cost of the rescue operations.’
Hmm. Going against DOC advice. Not taking the right equipment. Even if everything this girl says is true, I’m not sure I can offer a sympathetic ‘tut’. I haven’t yet been reckless, but I am suddenly aware that I could be doing much better.
Day four: The long way home
In the morning we are short of water – not because we’ve partied away the limited supply, but because the temperature dropped so low overnight that the water in the main tank has frozen. Having managed to descend from the rafters without injury, I impetuously ask the Adonis if he’d like to have a celebratory dinner with me tonight. I don’t often ask men out, not least because in all three previous instances I was turned down with varying degrees of graciousness. But, to my delighted surprise, the Dutch hunk thinks my proposal a great idea; I’ve got a date. Perhaps I would have had more success in previous approaches if I’d been wearing the fragrance of four-day-old sweat. Wearing my pheromones on my sleeve, as it were.
The first side trip on today’s route is to the Ohinepango Springs. Walking up the side of the clear and deep Ohinepango stream, it’s hard not to expect the springs to be a forceful head of water. Where the track ends, however, it’s only just possible to see fresh water bubbling up underneath overhangs of rock and young beech forest. The side trip takes just an hour, but the terrain is so mystical under early morning fog that by the time I step back onto the main track all thoughts of other human beings have once more gone from my head.
Whakapapa Village is still five-and-a-half hours away. DOC signs use estimated walking times, not distances, as their base currency, which seems sensible given that many of the people who tramp these tracks won’t spend much time calculating their average speed over fluctuating gradients and given that DOC is basically trying to stop people dying in the bush. However, the effect these signs have on people is fascinating to behold. A typical hut conversation goes something like this, ‘That section between Ketetahi and Oturere was supposed to take three or four hours. I did it in two and a half today.’ 
‘I did it in two.’
‘We did it in under three, but we took at least an hour for lunch.’
Trampers even use the Comments section in the intentions books in the huts to brag about their pace to people they’ll never meet. It’s as if, having come all the way to some of the most spectacular scenery in the world, the only acceptable thing to do is to walk past it faster than everyone else there, or die in the attempt. Even this morning, my Dutch Adonis, the English couple and a pair of Belgians talked about how quickly they were all intending to get back to Whakapapa Village. I kept very quiet. I’m slow. I know I’m slow. But here’s the thing: sometimes I’m slow  on purpose. I walk slowly. I enjoy walking slowly. I even come to a complete stop just to admire views. Somebody arrest me.
The second side trip of the day, to the Old Waihohonu Hut, brings home just how easy it is these days to potter around these majestic mountains. The Old Waihohonu Hut was built in 1903–04 and was reached, after a gruelling journey lasting several days, by horse-drawn coaches and on foot. People (hardy people, that is) came here to do some proper walking. Or, in the case of William Mead and Bernard Drake in 1913, to walk up Mount Ruapehu, tie little more than planks of wood to their feet and invent recreational skiing in New Zealand. Skiing without ski lifts, of course, is just a lot more uphill walking.
It’s not as if the hut would have provided much in the way of luxurious shelter between these treks. The old hut has corrugated iron walls (in a double layer with some pumice in between for insulation) and is divided into two rooms, one of which has an open fireplace. You could sleep six people in each room with a modest degree of comfort, assuming no one had brought much of anything with them – an unlikely scenario given that they’d be carrying a few weeks’ worth of gear.
When the hut was being used by both men and women, the women got to sleep in the room without the fire. Instead of facilities for cooking and keeping warm, they were treated to a bunkroom luxury all of their own: a mirror. Now, the last thing I want to see at the end of a long day walking in the mountains is exactly what I look like. Given a choice between a fire and a mirror, the mirror would lose. Given a choice between nothing and a mirror, the mirror would lose. 
Surviving photographs show both male and female ‘holidaymakers’ attired in full Edwardian finery: layers of skirts and, hidden beneath them, corsets for the women; shirts, cravats and undoubtedly their own weird undergarments for the men. Standing in the now empty hut, I try to imagine the characters that stayed here and the emotions that must have been played out within these corrugated surrounds.
Compared with the prototype version, modern huts are the height of luxury. They are wooden, in keeping with the alpine feel, and the bunks have covered foam mattresses. They have sinks (indoors  and outdoors), tables, benches, gas cookers and gas heaters – and access to everything is on a first come, first served basis, regardless of gender. Gas is supplied only during the summer, though: if you’re wimp enough to need a gas heater in temperatures of minus five onwards then don’t be on this track in winter.
The most agreeable surprise I’ve had about hut facilities (apart from the fact that they don’t include mirrors) concerns the toilet arrangements. Cubicles are located at a discreet distance from the huts themselves. They have doors with locks. They have proper toilet seats over the inevitable buried vat holding the smelly stuff. And I can’t help but wonder what proportion of the hut fees goes to the kind people who empty them out.
Now that I’m only about five hours away from base, I finally believe I’m going to make it. I’m rather proud of the way my body is standing up to the test, but mostly I have the fickleness of high pressure systems to thank for my progress. I’m here by the good grace of the weather. I’m not surprised, therefore, when the low pressure system finally sweeps over my head and starts to discharge its responsibilities. I can’t work up much concern about the plummeting temperature or the driving sleet because the only energy I have left for worrying is wholly occupied with my poor feet. I clearly have no idea how to deal with blisters. I’ve pretty much left them to it and the fellows have been throwing such a party in my shoes that they are now hungover and in pain. I have developed so many new layers of skin over my heels that it’s remarkable my boots still fit – and, of course, it feels very much as if they don’t.
This doesn’t stop me from turning off on the longest and hardest side trip of the day, to the Tama Lakes. The Tama Lakes are what makes the Northern Circuit the complete trip for all students of geography. By this point, the young geographer has been through a major volcanic zone caused by tectonic plate subduction and littered with the full range of volcanic accessories (craters, hot springs, magma pipes, mineral lakes, lava flows etc.). He has enjoyed a meteorological short cut or two through all the types of weather his syllabus contains. He has learned of different types of land use by human settlements, without having to delve too far into the tiresome world of historians. He has seen such a range of brightly coloured rocks that he almost understands why people choose geology instead. And now, at the Tama Lakes, he can study up close some magnificent products of the process that has kept many a geographer going through an otherwise difficult examination: glaciation.
What would the world have looked like before glaciers? It seems that every mountain, hill, valley, stone, pebble and outcrop of rock big enough to bully sand has at some point or other been irrevocably gouged, scraped, deposited, cracked, crushed or otherwise meddled with by a glacier. There are currently eight named glaciers still reshaping Mount Ruapehu. In this landscape, however, the violent and fiery work of tectonic plate-rubbing tends to distract attention from the more ponderous power of merely very cold water.
The walk up to look out over the Lower Tama Lake is an easy ten-minute matter. The path from there to the Upper Tama Lake is forty-five minutes of steep scrambling, but as I reach the top the clouds clear and I am confronted by views on all sides that rival those on the Crossing. It’s like taking a spectacular, remote spot in the Welsh hills and then adding an outsized volcano at either end of the horizon.
I bow my head, first to Ngauruhoe and then to Ruapehu. As far as I’m aware, I’m not following Maori protocol. It just feels right. Then, having checked to make sure that there’s no one else in sight, I stand on this peak between volcanoes and burst into whoops and yells and other very loud noises, waving my arms and skipping up and down for accompaniment. I’ve tramped my way up and down more than forty kilometres of track and this is my last serious hill before a mere couple of hours’ trot back to buildings and paved roads and lots of other people and a small shop that now seems like a well-stocked supermarket. If I had just successfully completed the first slide down Mount Ruapehu with planks of wood strapped to my feet I couldn’t feel more jubilant.
The final five kilometres are long ones. They leave me wondering whether I really will be able to tackle many more of these Great Walks. I will make it back to Whakapapa Village tonight, but I won’t be a pretty sight. I’ve had a Great Walk, but now I’m fit only for a Great Collapse.
To occupy my feverish mind, I compose a theme song. Cunningly (or so my addled brain thinks), I employ the Kiwi pronunciation of ‘sweaty’, which rhymes perfectly with the British pronunciation of ‘pretty’:
 I feel sweaty

 And so smelly

 I feel sweaty and smelly today

 That I pity

 Anyone who were to pass my way

 I am dirty

 And quite dampened

 I have cramp and

 Blisters on my feet

 And I pity

 Anyone whom I should chance to meet

 Who’s that slumping girl in the mirror there?

 Who can this disgusting girl be?

 Such a reddened face

 Such an ugly look

 Such a sweaty mess

 Such a tired me

My brain is so numb it considers these lyrics hilarious. In the middle of my twenty-ninth attempt to find a decent last verse, I cross the end of the track. However, I must keep going in order to report my continued survival at the DOC office.
I reach the DOC office seconds before it closes for the day. There has been no ribbon at the finish line and none of my familiar green and yellow friends are behind the counter, so there isn’t even any weather banter to be had. Out of habit I check the weather forecast for the next two days. Then I limp off to dinner. 
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