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The August 2017 Backcountry 
showed that the proposed 
Remarkables National Park 
has enormous potential as a 
winter playground. What does 
it offer in summer? Lots!
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For a taste of the headline Remarkables, it’s 
hard to go past short walks from the skifield 
in the Rastus Burn. One option is to follow the 
line of the Shadow Basin chairlift and then 
carry on to the skyline ridge, where the view 
over Lake Wakatipu will be instantly familiar 
from advertisements and tourist brochures. 
Those with a head for heights and a sense 
of direction can scramble south along the 
Queen’s Drive, which traverses well below 
the highest peaks before emerging above the 
head of Wye Creek. Alternatively, from the 
carpark, follow the Rastus Burn up a good 
track to its source at the lovely Lake Alta, 
nestled at 1800 metres in a cirque below 
Double Cone. 

While most return from here, it’s an easy 
scramble up an obvious gully to the saddle 
with Wye Creek. The upper basins contain 
a lovely array of tarns, and the enclosed 
nature engenders a feeling of remoteness 
that belies its proximity to the highly 
modified skifield and the incessant buzz of 
aircraft using Queenstown  airport, a mere 10 
kilometres distant. From here, an unmarked 
route follows Wye Creek all the way to State 
Highway 6, taking a full day. 

For those with a head for heights and a 
modicum of rock climbing skill, ascending 
Double Cone (2307 metres), perhaps 
returning via Single Cone (2319 metres), 
is considered a must-do. Skilled climbers 
often do this trip un-roped - some locals 
consider it a training run - but a rope is 
usually advised. For those who are looking 
for something more than a great peak-bag, 
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many identified routes have been developed 
on a variety of crags in the upper reaches of 
the range and in the lower reaches of Wye 
Creek, the latter easily accessible from State 
Highway 6. The spectacular Telecom Tower 
crag, high on the range’s west face, has over 
100 named routes. 

The range is also considered a great place 
for paragliders to launch from. Road access 
to a fairly high altitude is an advantage. 

But, remarkable as they are, this park 
is going to be much more that just The 
Remarkables. Stretching for over 50 
kilometres to the south and east, it is 
envisaged that the proposed park will 
encompass much of the Tapuae-o-uenuku/
Hector, Old Woman, Old Man/Kopuwai and 
Garvie ranges.

For those interested in some rugged off-
track tramping, a journey to Lake Hope, the 
source of the south branch of Wye Creek, 
high in the Tapuae-o-uenuku/Hector 
Mountains, provides a challenge. Scrambling 
up Mt Tūwhakarōria (2307 metres) or, a 
little to the south, Ben Nevis (2234 metres) 
could prove to be a bonus. Both peaks can 
also be reached by a long approach from the 
Nevis Valley.  

History buffs can get their fill too. The 
75-kilometre drive through the Nevis 
Valley from Bannockburn to Garston 
crosses two passes and involves numerous 
river crossings, so use a vehicle with good 
ground clearance. Opportunities abound 
here to fossick around the Nevis River 
valley, which is regarded as the most intact 
goldfield landscape remaining in Otago. 
Another historic hotspot is on the Old Man 
Range, accessible from near Roxburgh via 
the Waikaia Bush Road, where evidence of 
gold workings remains at Potters No. 2 and 
Campbell Creek. Four-wheel drive is advised 
from about 800 metres and soon becomes 
essential. Continuing across the tops and 
dropping into the Waikaia Valley is popular 
with serious four-wheel drivers (travelling 
in convoys with extraction equipment), but 
many have underestimated this route. this 
route. Further north, the remains of the 
Alpine stamper battery can be found in the 
headwaters of the Fraser River. 

Long mountain-biking trips abound, 
although many will involve long uphill 
legs. Commercial operators get around that 
problem by offering heli-bike descents 
from Ben Cruachan, and it’s likely that 

non-commercial users 
could also charter a 
chopper. Trips through 
the Doolans Creek 
catchment from Coalpit 
Saddle (above Gibbston), 
some reaching as far 
as the Nevis Valley, 
are possibilities. The 
Nevis Road itself is a 
wonderful backcountry 
road trip. Although 
arguably best done at a 
leisurely pace, it’s also 
the scene of the annual 
Pub to Pub race from 
Garston to Bannockburn. 
For a multi-day option, 
traversing the Old 
Woman and Old Man 

The Obelisk/Kopuwai Photo: Rob Brown
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encompasses much of 
the Garvie Mountains, 
goes through tenure 
review, the area around 
Blue Lake is going to be 
one of the highlights 
of the new park. Half 
a dozen lakes and 
numerous tarns nestle 
in a series of cirques, 
just below the range’s 
crest. In summer, 
access would probably 
be by mountain-

bike or a long day’s tramping. It’s an ideal 
destination for a three day trip, with the 
middle day spent exploring the area around 
the lakes. 

Note: As the extent of the park has not 
been determined, some activities described 
here are currently (and could remain) on 
private land, so access permission may be 
required. 

Mountain-biking and four-wheel driving 
can be allowed in national parks on routes 
specified in the national park management 
plan. Helicopter landing sites would also be 
subject to the national park management plan.

Ranges would have the advantage of huts 
on the way and, if done from north to 
south, more downhill. However, the average 
temperature up here is often claimed to be 
OºC, so go well prepared, even in summer.

The lower reaches of the Nevis River are 
on the radar of many serious kayakers. 
Grade 4 and 5 rapids are formed as the river 
drops 350 metres over 12 or so kilometres 
to the confluence with the Kawarau River. 
Nowhere else in New Zealand does a river 
of this size fall so steeply through this type 
of countryside. It’s easy to see why kayak 
groups were at the forefront of opposition to 
damming the river a few years ago, an effort 
that led to the Kawarau Water Conservation 
Order being extended to include the Nevis. 
On the eastern edge of the proposed park, the 
Waikaia River has long provided some Grade 
2 training opportunities parallel to the road, 
while the upper gorges offer magnificent 
Grade 4-5 opportunities. 

DOC hunting blocks currently exist in 
Wye/Creek/Doolans Creek, the eastern side 
of the Tapuae-o-uenuku/Hector Mountains 
and across the tops of the Old Woman 
and Old Man/Kopuwai Ranges. There are 
also several popular balloted blocks in the 
Waikaia Forest on the eastern slopes of the 
Garvie Mountains. Red deer are present 
throughout, as well as some pigs and goats. 

Mountain running is a fast-growing sport, 
and the options for this activity would seem 
to be limitless. If Glenaray Station, which 

Paddling the East Waikaia River Photo: Zak Shaw

Wye Creek from Single Cone summit Photo Shaun Barnett
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CHAS TANNER

I have really enjoyed reading articles in 
Backcountry, The Climber and various other 
publications promoting a Remarkables 
National Park. The various contributing 
authors make a compelling case for the 
formation of a new park, which on face value 
would satisfy the expectations expressed in 
the National Park Act 1980.

National parks have existed since 1887 
when land was gifted by Māori and the first 
national park, Tongariro, was formed. Te 
Heuheu Tukino would be turning in his grave 
if he could see the state of affairs that prevails 
today on the Tongariro Alpine Crossing. Would 
his taha wairau be disturbed by the unwelcome 
influx of massive tourism numbers? Well mine 
certainly are and I don’t like it one bit.

The problem for me is that every time a 
story is published in Backcountry or Wilderness 
about some remote place, I know that it will 
attract more visitors and that once quiet and 
remote place will be ‘discovered’. Before 
one can say ‘natural quiet’, it no longer is. 
And so it goes on and on. Many examples of 
this exist. Recently two of our huts in Mount 
Aspiring National Park are being subjected to 
a trial booking system. Quelle horreur, will I 
now have to book to stay in Brewster Hut?!

Garry Nixon’s super article on ski touring 
(Backcountry August 2017) highlights how 
easy it is to access some of these remote 
places (or is that an oxymoron!). For decades 
I have motored up from Dunedin for a 
winter’s day on the planks. A flask of coffee 
and some sandwiches for lunch, basking in 
the winter sunshine. It’s a rare sight meeting 

The Nevis Valley, part of the proposed national park Photo: Rob Brown
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others doing the same thing on those vast 
snowy tracts of land.

Summertime also provides a great 
opportunity to explore the areas detailed in 
Garry’s piece. Often my partner and I chuck 
the Minaret tent into the back of the Land 
Rover and head up to the tops to witness a 
glorious sunset or sunrise and then have a 
few hours on the mountain bikes.

The Old Man, Old Woman are just a couple 
of the places suggested for inclusion in the 
proposed park. Other areas for inclusion 
already have some conservation protection. 
Some areas have also been subject to 
discussion about opening them up for 
increased recreation opportunities. Wye Creek, 
for instance, was being promoted some years 
ago as a place to build an alpine hut.

So, back to the proposed Remarkables 
National Park project. 

If there was an opposing view to this 
proposal, could it be said that the status 
quo is near to adequate? A new national 
park will not be cheap to form or maintain. 
The availability of resources and the level of 
community support determine the success 
of any conservation project. Are we better 
to direct our underfunded conservation 
budget into projects such as Predator-free 
New Zealand and Battle for the Birds? And 
to renew our vigour into maintaining remote 
and forgotten tracks and huts? Do we really 
need another great tract of land with as high a 
status as a national park, or would protection 
such as is afforded to conservation parks such 
as Ahuriri and Te Papanui be acceptable?

Would a new national park create 
unwelcome consequences? From a recreation 
point of view, would there be any advantages?

Breaking news, 2040: ‘The Remarkables 
National Park now has another Great Walk. 
It commences at Kingston, follows a route 
over the Hectors, along the spine of the 
Garvies through to the Old Woman Range 
and, over Kopuwae. This four-day tramp 
boasts three new fully serviced huts for the 
commercial operator who has the concession 
for 150 guided walkers per day. Three new 
public huts are also available by booking 
only, with a fee of between $80 and $100 per 
night. These huts replace the many old and 
dilapidated musterers’ huts which were used 
by independent ski tourers and trampers 
in past years. Several new concessions 
have been granted to heliski operators and 
due to the well publicised national park 
tourist brochures detailing new day walks, 
car parking has been increased in several 
locations with restricted time limits.’

I will contribute to the campaign … but we 
should also take note of what has happened 
since Te Heuheu Tukino gifted land for our 
first national park.

Be careful for what we wish.

Chas Tanner is a life member and former president of the 
New Zealand Alpine Club.
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